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Author’s Note

Quotations from the Qur’an appear in italic type throughout the 
book, and most translations of the Qur’an are from Muhammad Asad, 
77^ Message of the Qur'an (Gibraltar: Dar al-Andalus, 1980), although 
sometimes I have translated anew to bring out the necessary meanings.

Extra-Qur’anic divine sayings transmitted by Muhammad (Hadlth 
Qudsl) and traditional sayings of Muhammad (Hadlth) are in Roman 

type-
Citations to the Divan of Rumi are indicated by a D (e.g., “Rumi, 

D 1652”). Citations to the Mathnawi are indicated by an M (e.g, 
“Rumi, M, I, 3665—66”).

A simplified system of transliteration is used, with macrons indicat
ing long vowels. Thus, for example, murid is pronounced mureed.

Unless otherwise noted, translations are my own.
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A Lover’s Tale

A STORY

Attributed to Shaikh Ibn al-Arabi

O
NE DAY, ONE OF God’s LOVERS GOES TO THE HOME OF 
his shaikh. The shaikh begins to speak to him about love. 

Little by little, as the shaikh speaks, the lover begins to melt, 

becoming more and more subtle until he just flows like a trickling 

stream. His whole physical being dissolved in front of the shaikh, until 

there was nothing but some water on the floor.

Just then a friend of the shaikh enters the room and asks, “Where 

is that fellow who just arrived?” The shaikh points to the water on the 

floor and says, “That man is that water.”
This kind of melting is an astonishing transformation of state. The 

man lost his density in such a way that he became what he originally 

was: a drop of liquid. Originally he had arrived at human form from 

water, for as God has said: “ We created all of life from water.”

This lover merely returned to his original essence, the water that is 

the source of life. And so we may draw the following conclusion: A 

lover is that being by whom everything is brought to life.

3
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The Postmodern Situation

T
he real and essential needs of the human being 
have not changed very much over the centuries. Eight hundred 
years ago, the theologian and mystic Abu Hamid al-Ghazall 
asserted: “Human perfection resides in this, that the love of God 

should conquer the human heart and possess it wholly, and even if it 
does not possess it wholly, it should predominate in the heart over the 
love of all things.”

To grasp his statement, we must understand that this word has 
the following synonyms: Reality, the Source of Life, the Most Subtle 
State of Everything. The love of God is the love of the greatest Truth. 
This quest concerns Reality, not religion. The “love of God” is our 
essential relationship with what is most real.

What has changed over the centuries, perhaps, is the form and pres
sure of those forces that could displace the love of the Real, the love 
of God from the heart. And what may change further is that human 
beings may lose the whole notion of love of God as the criterion for 
human perfection and well-being.

To be a Sufi is to be a lover, but not just any kind of lover. We 
need knowledge to know what to love and what love asks of us, in

order that we might become love itself. Mevlana Jalaluddln Rumi1 
says: “There is no greater love than love with no object.”

1 Rumi (1207-1273) is one of the greatest saints and literary figures of all time. He lived 

most of his life in Konya, which is in present-day Turkey. In Islamic cultures his poetry is 

read more than any other writings except for the Quran.

There was once a time, perhaps, when people felt themselves to be 
part of a cosmic order that offered a straight path to salvation, truth, 
or enlightenment. In that time before spiritual truth was marginalized, 
the Divine love and mercy were extended to anyone, no matter what 
his or her circumstances, who fulfilled the necessary moral and reli
gious duties. Almost every person could find in his or her own human
ness the precondition of hope.

We live in times of spiritual uncertainty and great contradictions. 
We witness signs of cultural collapse and long for a vision of hope. 
The situation for many in the postmodern era is that all religious 
truths seem to be relativized; no religion seems absolute anymore. In 
this situation, even a life of faith and morality is no assurance of salva
tion. We live with unnamed anxieties and guilt. An undercurrent of 
shame and unworthiness moves just beneath the surface of our busy 
lives. We try to find cosmic satisfaction in a lifestyle, a career, a self
image, or a romantic relationship. Some employ therapists to attain 
self-acceptance, forgiveness, and understanding. Although liberated 
from divine judgment, we are haunted by existential guilt that refuses 
propitiation.

Furthermore, there is no shared cultural myth, no unifying vision 
to bind us together with the wider society. The servitude to religious 
forms and strictures is quickly disappearing, to be replaced only by a 
worship of the self or a compulsive escape from the self. The worship 
of the self conceals itself in many forms: fashion, fitness, career. The 
escape from the self is served by vast industries that more and more 
shape our lives: professional sports, alcohol and narcotics, gambling, 
mass media, and the entertainment of sex and violence. All that unifies 
us is a synthetic, dollar-driven “culture.”

Many attempt to construct their own personal spiritual worldview

4



6 The Process and the Completion Postmodern Situation 7
--------------------------------- xDqG---------------------------------------

through a sampling of what the great traditions have to offer. These 
words, spoken by a nurse, seem to sum up the experience of so many 
people: “I have looked at many of the world’s spiritual paths, and they 
all seem to be saying pretty much the same thing. I haven’t been able 
to commit to any one of them, and it is difficult to remember the 
sacred in the midst of daily life.”

THE KINGDOM OF THE “i”

What is it that we are searching for? Our situation as human beings is 
that we live in a world of pain and death. No amount of pleasure can 
negate this reality. Our means of pleasure is the body, and the body is 
subject to satiation, sickness, and death.

Even if we no longer fear the punishment of hell, we have to some
how deal with our own animal self. We try to know which of our 
desires can lead to a real and perhaps lasting well-being. We try to 
know when and how much is enough; and yet this animal self has 
endless desires. Repression, or at least self-discipline, is an inevitable 
condition of our situation. Our very identity, our ego-self, is a com
plex of psychological manifestations arising from the body and related 
to its pleasure and survival. There is a terror in living with a body that 
is irrational, fallible, and, finally, mortal.

We have no cultural and spiritual value systems to reconcile us with 
the body. We serve the body but we do not teach it how to serve. We 
worship the body, but we do not sanctify it. Our cultural value systems 
today are among the least spiritual ever offered to a human commu
nity. Basically, the meaning of life has been reduced to an unconscious 
operating mode: get a job that will enable us to buy what we want, 
pass through life with a minimum of pain and discomfort. The ful
fillment offered to us is the fulfillment of being good and intelligent 
consumers, effective seekers of pleasure. We will have to repress many 
of our desires in order to eventually satisfy a few of them.

Yet there is still this problem of our existence. Even if we are free to 
fulfill our desires, we still lack something to fulfill and give meaning 
to our lives. Even if we have removed God the Judge, we have a feeling 

of existential contraction, unworthiness, guilt, and sin.

—————————-------------------------------------- —----

This existential contraction is the “I” itself, cut off from the spiri
tual dimensions of Reality. Effectively, in our everyday waking exis
tence, this is all that we know and are. We become this “I” that seeks 
pleasure and avoids pain. Our capacity for pleasure is, however, lim
ited and our confrontation with pain is inevitable. To protect ourselves 
we unconsciously try to make ourselves the Absolute Ruler of our own 
psychological and material realm. We create a kingdom with bound
aries and defenses. We strive to consolidate our powers so that we can 
acquire what we want and keep out what we don’t want. This is the 
business and strategy of the “I.” And yet even from a materialist per
spective, this kingdom has all the substantiality of a spider’s web. De
spite our pride and careful efforts to spin this web, fate can brush it 
away without resistance. It is no wonder that we who depend on the 
material world for our sense of security and well-being live in a perpet
ual state of fear and contraction. Even when we are attaining our de
sires, and so have experienced what we call “happiness,” we cannot 
help but question whether this is real, and how long it will last.

What are we to do with our consciousness, our will, our love? These 
are the choices that variously confuse, distract, and oppress human 

beings.

This human face is a shape 
tethered in the stall of pain: 
part god, part angel, part beast. . . 
a secret charm, rarely released.

—RDmI, d 568

Our “I” is our relationship to the world; and as long as this relation
ship is characterized by a self and world, we are in duality. This is our 
relationship with reality. Our resistance, expectations, complaints, and 
desires fly off at a tangent from what actually if.

The vast majority of human beings are living in a state of alienation 
from spiritual reality and from their own essence. Instead of living 
life directly and knowing themselves directly, all experience is filtered 
through layers of mental and emotional conditioning in the form of 
subjective distortions, defense mechanisms, cultural prejudices. This
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total mechanism of distortion we take to be ourselves. We are living 
in a “virtual reality” of our own creation, but because we have always 
been in costume, always wired to the program, always turned toward 
the screen of fantasy, we have not known ourselves. In the best of these 
times people’s minds are filled with everything but the truth: images 
from consumer culture, manufactured desires, superstitions, hallucina
tions, beliefs, allergies to beliefs, the cliches of neurotic individualism. 
In the worst of times, human minds may be occupied with mass psy
choses of nationalism, fanaticism, racism, tribalism, or religious funda
mentalism.

THE PURIFICATION OF CONSCIOUSNESS

Because of these constant distractions, human beings cannot know the 
present moment and the truth it contains. A spiritual education and 
transformation would first of all have to minimize our subjective dis
tortions, or, in other words, increase the objectivity of our conscious
ness. Since distortions exist in every area of our lives, the reeducation 
must be applied to every area of our lives. Meditation alone would not 
be sufficient. We must also bring a new consciousness into all our 
relationships and activities.

The full human reality includes the transpersonal reality, but be
cause we have become fragments, we exclude true reality. We focus on 
parts. We take the individual human person as the ultimate unit of 
reality and ignore the fact that a common life and consciousness flows 
through each of us. We can recognize ecologically that all of life is 
interdependent—that water, minerals, light, and other energies all co
operate to allow a living thing to exist. But when it comes to ourselves, 
we fantasize our unique psychological independence, denying that we 
are dependent on an Unseen Reality and a common human transper
sonal dimension. We try to live as if we are alone.

Furthermore, we exist in a psychologically fragmented state, a state 
of continuous inner conflicts among the parts of ourselves. We have 
lost the principle of unity within ourselves. We are not only psycholog
ical polytheists, worshipping gods of our own creation, we are “poly- 
selfists,” because we have many selves and have not known our essential

self. We know the social selves, the selves of desire; we are preoccupied 
with the self-cassettes, the self-scripts of conventional society. Because 
we are thus fragmented within ourselves and in conflict within our
selves, we exist socially as fragments in conflict with each other with 
little hope of achieving anything but temporary reconciliation based 
on these conflicted, fragmentary selves. In contrast to this, when peo
ple allow their false separation to dissolve, as is sometimes possible in 
music or lovemaking or sincere worship, a truer individuality emerges 
and a harmony between these individualities is possible. When one 
whole human being meets another whole human being, there is no 
antagonism. Even if there is difference, there is respect, because the 
wholeness of one is not in conflict with the wholeness of the other.

According to the testimony of the most mature human beings, we 
have the potential for knowing all of Being, all of Reality. We can 
know, embrace, and participate in this transpersonal Reality. Further
more, this whole Reality is the electromagnetic field of love.

The Beloved’s water washes all illness away.
The Beloved’s rose garden of Union has no thorns. 
I’ve heard it said there’s a window that opens 
between heart and heart, 
but if there are no walls, 
there’s no need even for a window.

—Rumi, d 511

The reality of the moment can be summarized simply as: Being in 
becoming, a total field of Oneness unfolding, Love knowing itself. 
The reality of ourselves can be summarized as: we are integral to this 
reality, not just a part of it, but one with it. We are not a part of the 
whole, we are the whole. The human being is all of Being, the drop 
that contains the Ocean.

Our pure hearts roam across the world. 
We get bewildered by all the idols we see, 
yet what we’re trying to understand 
in everything is what we already are.

—Rum!, d 540
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We human beings long to surrender ourselves to something great 
and be taken up into its greatness. A human being’s measure is the 
measure of that which he or she surrenders to and serves. Some people 
surrender only to their own imagined self-interest. Some surrender to 
some social ideal, others to beauty, to love of family, to religious faith.

And yet so much that human beings surrendered to in the past has 
lost its relevance or been discredited. We live in a time when many 
people are trying to invent their own values and beliefs because those 
that exist are no longer convincing to their souls.

A few people sense that the purpose of life is to give one’s life as a 
gift to Being itself.

Secrets fall from the Sufi’s hands,
Whole kingdoms for the taking.
Unlike someone who begs on the street for bread,
a dervish begs to give his life away.

—Rumi, d 686

Only the strongest people are able to do this. The rest settle for 
the lesser satisfactions of conventional social ambitions and roles. Few 
human beings can both activate the passion for life that leads to cre
ative self-expression and, at the same time, surrender their lives as a 
gift to the Creative Power of Being.

A SPIRITUALITY ADEQUATE TO OUR TIMES

We are searching for a spirituality adequate to the times we live in. We 
need a vision that will not only allow us to see the reality of our lives 
but will urge us on to a more complete expression of our complete 

humanness.
The spiritual challenge of our time is to realize our sacred human

ness, that there need not be a conflict between the natural and the 
supernatural, between the finite and the infinite, between time and 
eternity, between practicality and mysticism, between social justice 
and contemplation, between sexuality and spirituality, between our

human fulfillment and our spiritual realization, between what is most 
human and what is most sacred.

The human being is a threshold between two worlds, two realities: 
the reality of material existence, where the ego dwells, and the reality 
of spiritual Being, where the essential self is held and nurtured in an 
All-Compassionate embrace. It is in the knowing heart that these two 
dimensions meet and are integrated. Without an awakened and puri- 
fied heart, the ego lives in the illusions of its own fears, opinions,
separation. Without the knowing heart there is no connection be
tween self and Being. The heart is the center of our being and our 
most comprehensive cognitive faculty. The eye of the heart sees more 
truly than our ego-based intellect and emotions. With such a heart, 
true surrender, and true happiness and well-being, become possible. It 
is one thing to propose that the highest human possibility lies in the 
surrender to Being; it is quite another to know in any moment whether 
surrender lies in the choice of one course of action over another, or 
perhaps in not choosing at all.

The lonely and isolated self in its anxiety knocks upon many doors. 
If we can bring it to the door of the heart, when it opens, the self will 
know that it has been inside all along. Inside and outside will be one. 
The heart itself will be seen as the door to infinite intelligence and life.

We cannot afford to live much longer in denial of the facts: that we 
are destructive to the planet and to ourselves. Nor can we afford to 
lose our awareness of the energy at the core of nature, the power of 
unconditional, spiritual unity, which is experienced by the knowing 
heart as love.

Love is the force that will heal us of our existential guilt and lift us 
to a new level of beauty and meaning. All human fulfillment is related 
to love and all human problems are signs of the denial of the centrality 
of love. In other words, love is the essential transforming and healing 
power.

We must know and apply the principles by which we can cooperate 
with this power of love. It is possible to open up to the experience of 
love through a practical education of the heart. The knowing heart is 
receptive to the intelligence of Being and is guided by Being. When 
the heart is awakened and purified, it establishes a connection to
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Spirit; our finest and noblest capacities are unlocked, our sacred hu
manness is revealed. What it comes down to, the distillation of all 
wisdoms, is this: we can rejoin our isolated wills with Love’s Will 
through the knowing of the heart.

If the heart is restored to health
and purged of sensuality, 
then the Merciful God is seated upon the Throne.2 
After this, the heart is guided directly 
since the heart is with God.

2Surah Ta-Ha (20): 4.

—Rumi, m, i, 3665-66

The Divine Being created human nature in beautiful proportions 
and breathed its Spirit into us. Because we have cut ourselves off from 
Being, we have swelled with false pride and thrown the world out of 
balance: our bodies and minds, our relationships, and our whole ecol
ogy is suffering the consequences of our denial of our own essential 
nature. Perhaps we needed to experience this separation in order to 
finally experience our intimate relationship with this Source. The 
human being has capacities that are unsuspected today; they can be 
known through a simultaneous surrender to Being and energetic acti
vation of all our human faculties.

The Sufis have been the educators of hearts for at least fourteen 
centuries. Their teaching and methods are based upon neither dogma 
nor conjecture, but upon a divine and objective foundation that is the 
primordial “religion” of humanity. Sufism does not offer “salvation” 
in the sense of a guarantee of heaven in the afterlife. It offers a path to 
complete humanness, a state in which the spiritual and the human are 
unified, in which the world of spiritual qualities and material existence 
are seen as one. This education is a unified whole, but it touches on 
many areas of experience: individual psychology, relationships, mar
riage, family, community, livelihood, creativity, and worship. It is em
pirical, practical, and integrated with daily life. At the same time it is 
attuned to the most transcendent Truth. This is an education that

restores the unity between substance and form, between the spiritual 
and human dimensions. The goal of this education is the living realiza
tion of an intimate connection between ourselves and the Divine.

We are the mirror as well as the face in it. 
We are drunk on this life of God.
We are both the pain and its cure. We are 
the fresh, cool water and the jar that pours. 

—ROmI, d 1652
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A Human Way of Life

I
F YOU CAME TO A CROSSROADS AND THE SIGNS READ: ‘THIS 

way to Life,” and “This way to God,” which way would you 
choose?

How many generations of honest people have been bewildered by 
this apparent dilemma, believing that the way to God lies in the oppo
site direction from a human life? How many people’s psychospiritual 
health has been undermined because they took the road away from 
life, away from their own humanity?

Can we imagine a spirituality that integrates the highest spiritual 
attainment with a fully lived human life? Is it possible that the realiza
tion of the Divine is the realization of complete humanness?

My own life has been a search, a quest not for religion but for 
reality, not for some “ism” but for truth. If I speak of Sufism, it is 
because I believe it has something to offer to our contemporary human 
situation. Yet, although I speak of Sufism as an example of a complete 
spirituality, I cannot point to many places in the Western world where 
this complete spirituality has been realized. In other words, it may not 
be a simple matter of finding your local Sufi group. What I am de
scribing may need to be created from the ground up, on the soil of 
our own lands. What I am describing may be a vision more than an 
actuality, at least in the modern world we are faced with. And yet the 
hope of a pure and complete Sufism may be greater here at this time 
than anywhere else in the world.

————————-----------------------------------------------

Essential Sufism is neither an exotic cult nor a narrow specialization 
for a particular temperament; it is a process for recovering the human 
norm and reaching our full humanness. It describes a way of develop
ing the subtle faculties of mind and increasing our capacity for love.

What makes Sufism, at its best, so important today is that it enables 
spiritual transformation in a natural way without denying our basic 
human nature. In Sufism, the moral and the material, the spiritual 
and the practical, have always been integrated into a pattern of life. 
Many of the spiritual problems that we encounter in our time and 
culture have already been explored if not solved in the Sufi tradition. 
Sufism has something to give to the modern world that, if received, 
can help to revive our ailing humanness.

Modern culture pays lip service to concern for the individual per
son, but the individual that our Western culture celebrates is a partial 
and fragmented caricature compared with the human being as under
stood in the great sacred traditions. This individual is a being whose 
real humanness is diminished, if not trashed, by a materialistic con
sumer machine. It is an increasingly toxic being cut off from its own 
essential source of healing. It is a being divorced from the sacred, a 
being that lives primarily to satisfy its own distorted desires.

INNER EXPERIENCE INFORMED BY REVELATION

This Path of Sufism has both an experiential and a theoretical dimen
sion. Its experiential dimension involves a process of inner verification, 
or spiritual empiricism, that leads through particular experiences and 
states. Its theoretical dimension is founded upon the Qur’an as it was 
understood by a broad lineage of enlightened or complete human be
ings. Muslims believe the Qur’an is a revelation of the Compassionate 
Intelligence of the Universes as it was given to the Prophet Muham
mad. Sufism is guided by an understanding of this revelation that is 
not only mystical but practical, offering a model for a mature human 
life. In the West this may be its least understood aspect—especially 
today, when liberal, secular culture offers no particular value system 
other than a tolerance based on the relativity of all value systems.

In the West, Sufism has sometimes been taken out of context and

14
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superficially understood in terms of methods and techniques, ideas, cere-
—menies^and states. Other sacred traditions have suffered a similar fate.

Buddhism, for instance, has often been effectively reduced to a tech
nique of meditation, while the Eightfold Noble Path (the ethical dimen
sion of Buddhism) is left in the background. If Sufism is understood as 
a system of techniques for engendering ecstatic states, it is understo-J 
only very partially. We cannot steal the fire. We must enter it.

Sufism consists of both essence and form. Its essence is a state of

SB

SB

loving mind. This enlightened and loving mind is supported by and 
integrated with a way of life, which is its form. Classical Sufism in
volves a pattern of living that includes regular disciplines such as ablu
tion, prayer, and fasting, as well as the cultivation of qualities 
including affection, gendeness, patience, generosity, hospitality, sobri
ety, modesty, intelligence, and self-discipline. Practices removed from 
this pattern are at best incomplete; at worst, spiritual practices done 
outside the context of a whole way of life may contribute to the illness 
rather than to the cure, and may further the original addiction to self.

We need a spiritual recovery program for those addicted to the sepa
rate self. It is theoretically possible that one can overcome the addic
tion without any program, but the power of the addiction is easily 
underestimated, and often denied. Overcoming the addiction can be 
like trying to scale a high wall. One’s best efforts can be frustrated 
unless one has a ladder of the right height with all its rungs in place.

In this tradition it is believed that the Reality we are seeking is also 
seeking us and has offered guidance in the form of revelation and 
inspired teachings. The sincere seeker will be guided step by step by 
his or her Sustainer (Arabic Rabb, which also means “educator”).

Thus, step by step, We bestow from on high through this Quran 
all that gives health and is a grace to those who have faith. .. . 
—Qur’an: Surah The Night Journey (i7):83

SUFISM AS SYNTHESIS

Over some fourteen centuries of its continuous development, Sufism 
has been a vital spiritual and historical impulse that has guided and

———————------------- ----------------------------------

integrated the spiritual energies of hundreds of millions of people. It 
is a mistake to think of it as an Eastern or even a Middle Eastern 
tradition. Its spiritual claim to universality is based on an understand
ing of the Qur’an as the inspired synthesis and reconciliation of earlier 
revelations. The Qur’an proposes that coundess prophets, or messen
gers, have come to the communities of this world over the millennia, 
bringing essentially the same message. The Qur’an claims to be the 
confirmation of the authenticity of these earlier revelations, which 
were, however, more or less obscured or distorted, and a culminating 
statement of their essential truths.

Sufism’s historical claim to universality consists in its power to as
similate into its own essence the spiritual attainments of cultures exist
ing in the whole region from Spain through Africa, Greater Arabia, 
Turkey, Iran, Central Asia, India, China, and Southeast Asia.

Sufism integrates the Eastern and the Western, the impersonal and 
the personal dimensions of Spirit. Like the Eastern traditions, it recog
nizes the importance of deep contemplation and meditative awareness. 
And like them it looks beyond appearances to the essential oneness 
of Being. The highest truth of Sufism, the absolute indivisibility of 
Beneficent Being, is in harmony with such traditions as Mahayana 
Buddhism and Advaita Vedanta. Like the Western traditions, it recog
nizes the importance of a deeply personal relationship with the Divine 
and a relationship of love and practical service to our fellow human 
beings and the natural world.

Sufism is a path emphasizing self-awareness, human interdepen
dence, creativity, practicality, social justice, and Divine Love. It is a 
spiritual way that is in harmony with human nature and does not 
oppose spiritual attainment to individual, social, familial, or conjugal 
life. In other words, the highest spiritual attainment is possible for 
someone living a fully human life. It teaches that seclusion, asceticism, 
celibacy, monasticism, and religious professionalism are not required, 
and may not be desirable for the attainment of the spiritual realization 
of the individual and the spiritual well-being of society. Sufism has 
fourteen centuries of experience with bringing people to their full spir
itual maturity within the context of everyday life.

Sufism developed in many dimensions: social, cultural, aesthetic, sci-
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entific. The Sufi centers (known variously as tekkes, dergahs, and khana- 
qahs) were typically places of a liberal spirit and lifelong learning. They 
offered not only the opportunity for spiritual training and service; they 
were cultural and intellectual centers as well, introducing into their re
spective societies the highest values and cultural achievements.

Celaleddin Chelebi, the late head of the Mevlevi Order and a de
scendant of Rumi, was born and raised in a Mevlevi tekke in Aleppo, 
Syria. He recounted to me his precious memories of this place, how it 
was a community in which the sounds of music, discourse, and prayer 
were heard from every quarter. He described one older dervish who 
was a great violinist who could often be heard playing the classical 
compositions of the Mevlevi tradition, and often, too, the composi
tions of Bach and other Western composers, with tears streaming 
down his cheeks and beard. It was a place where spirituality flourished 
side bv-side-with science, art, and agriculture. This Mevlevi commu- 
nity was progressive in its attitudes and often the first to introduce 
technological change into the wider community: the first tractor, the 
first radio, the first telephone.

More than a thousand years ago Sufism innovated the professional 
guilds in the Islamic world that spiritualized the arts and crafts and 
whose more secularized principles later spread to Europe. The princi
ples of chivalry, or heroic generosity and honor, are also traceable to 
an Islamic mystical source, the Futuwwah orders that grew out of the 
teachings of generations of the Prophet Muhammad’s family. Eventu
ally these values were carried back to Europe by families of European 
nobility who had settled in the Middle East at the time of the Cru
sades. Sufi groups were responsible for the restoration of agriculture to 
Central Asia after the Mongol devastation. During the Ottoman cen
turies the Mevlevi Order contributed many of the finest examples of 
design and calligraphy, classical music, and literature. Mevlevi tekkes 
taught foreign languages including Arabic, Persian, and sometimes 
even Italian. Today Sufis are invisibly at work making profound con
tributions in the fields of human rights and conflict resolution, in the 
frontiers of consciousness and transpersonal psychology, in the arts 
and social services.

The model of enlightenment within the Sufi tradition is not usually
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the reclusive sage who has cut his ties with the world, nor the enlight
ened master elevated and served by a cult of followers. Spirituality is 
not a profession or specialization separate from life. The Sufi is some
one who is likely to be married and have a family, and who is self- 
supporting through a socially usefill occupation. He or she would not 
accumulate personal power or wealth through spiritual activities, but 
would exemplify the qualities of servanthood and modesty.

A Sufi is a handfill of dust, passed through a sieve, then 
moistened with a few drops of water. Stepped on, he neither 
bruises nor muddies the foot of the passerby.

—Khwaja ‘Abdullah Ansari, Rasa el-e Ansar?

Sufism is one manifestation of the ineluctable pull of our Source. It 
is the awakening and development of our latent human faculties under 
the grace and protection of Divine Love. Its beginning is love and its 
end is love. What God wants from us is love, and the natural outcome 
of love is submission to Love.

The distillation of all spiritual traditions might be expressed in this 
way: we can rejoin our isolated wills with Love’s will. The Sufi seeks 
to uncover and grasp the principles by which we can cooperate with 
this power of Love.

The effect of this cooperation will be that one’s self is transformed 
through verifiable stages: from a compulsive and self-centered state to 
a state of balanced and conscious integration, and eventually to a state 
of active surrender in which the individual is guided directly by his or 
her own purified heart.

Seven hundred Sufi masters have spoken of the Path, and the 
last said the same as the first. Their words were different, 
perhaps, but their intention was one. Sufism is the abandon
ment of affectation. And of all affectations, none is weightier 
than your “you-ness.”

—Abu Sa‘Id, Asrar al-Tawhid2

'Quoted in Dr. Javad Nurbakhsh, Sufism I: Meaning Knowledge, Unity (London: Khan* 

iqa-NimatuIlahi Publications, 1981).-
’Ibid.
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Completion

THE DROP THAT 
CONTAINS THE OCEAN

I
T HAS BECOME AN ACCEPTED SPIRITUAL IDEA THAT EACH PART 

of the universe in some way reflects the whole. Contemporary spir
ituality has borrowed the holographic model from contemporary 
science. This notion has always existed within Sufism and is expressed, 

for instance, in the idea that the human being is not merely a drop 
that can merge with the Ocean, but a drop that contains the Ocean. 
Every divine attribute is latent within the human heart, and by the 
cooperation of human will with divine grace, these attributes can be 
awakened and manifested. We human beings contain within ourselves 
the potential to experience completion, to know our intimate relation
ship to the whole of Being in such a way that we reflect this comple
tion through ourselves. The highest spiritual attainment has been 
expressed by the phrase insdn-i kdmil, the Completed Human Being.

When I first entered on the Mevlevi Way, I was told that the aim 
was “completion”: “If you are a Jew, you will become a completed 
Jew; if you are a Christian, you will become a completed Christian; 
and if you are a Muslim, you will become a completed Muslim.” I 
was moved by the openness and generosity of this assertion, and I
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came to understand that “completion” is the fulfillment of the mes
sage brought by the prophets of these great religions.

What brought my heart to its knees, however, was meeting a 
human being who exemplified this completion, who embodied the 
Divine Majesty and at the same time expressed the most perfect hu
mility. This paradox put into perspective all the prior spiritual attain
ments I had witnessed. Life had introduced me to people who were 
highly developed in the areas of intelligence, will, consciousness, and 
even love. But no one, Until that time, had seemed complete. I had 
glimpsed the awesome dignity and responsibility of being human: 
what is the point of will or consciousness without love? And, on the 
other hand, what value would humility have without the awakening 
and manifestation of the divine attributes latent within ourselves?

It has been said that we cannot know or judge a higher level of 
spirituality than what we ourselves have attained. The wise can under
stand the foolish because they have emerged from foolishness, but the 
foolish cannot understand the wise, because foolishness does not come 
out of wisdom. Some people buy into a mystique of enlightenment, 
believing that one who has a title and a retinue of disciples, wears 
robes and a turban, has written books, or is the descendant of a master 
has probably attained a level of spirituality that may even put him or 
her beyond the criteria of conventional morality. Too often we West
erners have abandoned our own inner knowing and common sense in 
offering our credulity to teachers who make claims of spiritual au- • 
thority.

Yet real spirituality may be obvious to the heart of the simplest 
person. An illiterate villager may look at the face of a spiritual claimant 
and make an essence evaluation, while those who are more layered by 
personality may deceive themselves.

An authentic spirituality is characterized by a remarkable lack of 
self-consciousness or pretense. Effortlessness and spontaneity merge 
with modesty and self-effacement. And yet it is possible for this genu
ineness to occur in a teacher without a maturity appropriate to the 
needs of the student.

Imagine, for instance, that a psychiatrist from Zurich meets an au
thentic shaman from Mongolia. Because the psychiatrist has never en-
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countered someone with such a degree of attainment in certain areas, 
she begins her apprenticeship with a high degree of trust and receptiv
ity. What she will learn is a combination of objective and relative 
truths of shamanism. The objective truths are those capacities and 
principles which are universal and necessary to the process of being a 
shaman. The relative truths are those incidental and secondary aspects 
that originate from the sociological conditioning and personality of 
the teacher. She may begin to develop in her ability to contact invisible 
dimensions and at the same time acquire the personality characteristics 
and values of a Mongolian nomad. This may lead to a split within 
her, and she may weaken or fail to develop the kind of maturity that 
is necessary in her own culture, including, for instance, the analytical 
and social skills of her profession.

Sufism today needs teachers who have a maturity appropriate to the 
time and place and who can transmit what is objectively spiritual with 
a minimum of personal and sociological contamination.

THE COMPLETED HUMAN BEING

A spirituality adequate to the times we live in must first of all be 
centered in the reality of human completion itself. If it is based instead 
on any partial version of humanness, it will be insufficient. No matter 
what is sought to supplement this insufficiency, if the starting point is 
less than human wholeness, the result will only be a distorted version 
of humanness.

The attributes of the complete human being are the attributes of 
God appropriately reflected in human nature. God has innumerable 
qualities, ninety-nine of which are mentioned in the Qur’an. Some of 
these are the everyday attributes of a human being: seeing, hearing, 
speech, will, life, awareness. The Sufi recognizes that these qualities 
are reflected through the human being from the Absolute Being. Be
coming completely human is being able to reflect more and more of 
the divine qualities in everyday life.

This world is viewed as the mirror of divine qualities, the site of 
their manifestation. The human heart is even more so a site of their 
manifestation. Recognizing these qualities in the heart is at the same
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time recognizing them in life. There is no separation in the field of 
Oneness {tawhid). There is, therefore, no antagonism between the 
human life and the spiritual life. Only when human life has become 
shaped by the demands and illusions of the isolated ego is it reduced 
to a caricature, a particularized distortion of its wholeness. Otherwise, 
to be fully human is to fillfill our spiritual destiny.

Sufism can be considered a path of completion in two important 
senses: First, it is a way that proceeds from and leads to the Completed 
Human Being. Second, it is a complete way that uses every possible 
effective means to orchestrate the transformation of a human being. It 
can thus multiply its effectiveness by using multiple channels of expe
rience to achieve its purpose. Both of these facts—the completeness of 
the method and the completeness of the result—are of the highest 
significance.

The completeness of the Sufi method proceeds from the complete
ness of its apprehension of human nature. The means by which the 
human being will be transformed depend on our understanding of 
what a human being is and is designed to be.

Human completion is not glimpsed from the eye-level of the aver
age human being; nor is it successfully theorized or described by sci
ence, sociology, philosophy, or psychology; it is a gift from the Creator 
of the human being. It is a proposal that comes from the Heart of 
Nature through its revelatory dialogue with humanity. When Nature 
bears its final fruit, it is the Completed Human, who speaks with 
the voice and intelligence of Nature itself, describing the attributes of 
Completion. Human completion is our innate destiny, which, how
ever, requires our conscious cooperation with divine grace. What we 
can know about our essential humanness comes from those who have 
become completed human beings and who could listen within their 
own hearts to the guidance of the Creative Power.

The human being implies his or her own completion, as a plant 
implies the existence of the sun, as man implies the existence of 
woman. Sufism received the implicit knowledge of completion first 
from the Qur’an, which describes itself as “a mercy and a guidance for 
humanity,” a “reminder” confirming and clarifying previous revela
tions to humanity, revealed to the Prophet Muhammad. Sufism also
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draws upon the ever more explicit understanding of this completion 
as witnessed in the lives and teachings of its many saints and masters, 
beginning with Muhammad.

THE METHODOLOGY OF COMPLETION

The Sufi process exists essentially on the basis of the shaikh-murid, 
mentor-student relationship, and typically this relationship is sup
ported and enhanced within a “spiritual family” of seekers. There have 
been many metaphors offered to describe the role of a shaikh (or 
shaikha): as a shepherd of a flock, as the father (or mother) of a family, 
as a spiritual monarch. None of these, however, seems appropriate to 
the times we live in. First of all, spiritual seekers who are awakening 
and developing their latent human capacities should not be considered 
sheep. Even the metaphor of a parent is fraught with danger, because 
it may encourage seekers to become dependents. Nor is a shaikh fun
damentally a king, because spiritual love cannot coexist with the exer
cise of power or privilege.

I would rather liken a shaikh to the conductor of an orchestra. A 
conductor is responsible for harmonizing the various members with 
each other. He is also responsible for maintaining the classical reper
toire as well as introducing new elements into the orchestra’s reper
toire. He is thus both the guardian of tradition and the continuing 
creator of it. The shaikh is even more than a conductor, because 
the Sufi way uses every aspect of human existence to accomplish its 
purpose.

Within the Sufi way, these are some of the principles and methods 
that are used in the orchestration of human transformation:

77k remembrance of God under all circumstances.
Remembrance implies two dimensions: the state of presence in 
which a person is whole and self-aware, and the state of being in 
continual relationship with God: known, held, guided, and loved. 

understood as the integration of all one s faculties in the act 
of expressing love and respect to the Absolute.
In its most specific sense, worship is a complete human action,

including but not limited to ritual and ceremony, intended to 
harmonize ourselves with Divine Being. In its general sense, it is 
the purpose of life on earth. One of our teachers, Hasan Shushud, 
said, “Our human egoism can create a world that is a mirage and 
a poison; the antidote is acts of worship.”

Submission, which is allowing the Divine to be the Center of our 
reality.
The effective result of this submission is both self-transcendence
and a capacity for sacrifice. Submission proceeds from the condi
tioned to the Unconditioned, the compulsive self to the essential 
Self, the finite to the Infinite.

Ethics, especially those straightforward and self-explanatory moral prin
ciples revealed in the Quran and other authentic revelations.
Ethics, apprehended by a loving heart, contribute to a sense of 
harmony and trust through right relationships and sensitivity to 
appropriate boundaries.

Brotherhood, the Sufi code of chivalry centered on love, interdepen
dence, and heroic sacrifice.
yfle. lack an adequate word in the English language to convey the 
profound alliance of seekers, the bond consciously accepted by 
those who have undertaken a life’s journey together.

77k /wr of spiritual conversation.
When minds join together and communicate for a spiritual pur
pose, an active receptivity is sustained, energy is exchanged, and 
realization of meanings is deepened.

Reasoning and conscious reflection.
Reason allows the intelligent ordering of ideas around the master 
truth of existence: the Oneness of All Being. It is evaluating or 
discriminating among ideas based on the degree to which they 
reflect the truth of Oneness. Reason, in this context, is the work
ing of the conscious intellect to decondition, recondition, and 
finally uncondition the whole of the mind, including the subcon

scious or unconscious.
Reading sacred texts.

Reflecting upon the Word of God and the inspired language of
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God’s friends, the masters and saints, awakens the soul and puri
fies the heart.

Refining the subtle faculties of Mind.
As the human nervous system is refined through spiritual practice, 
subtle faculties of perception develop that open us to the imaginal 
world, a dimension in which meanings are embodied as images. 
Our dreams become more lucid and objective, our intuitions 
more accurate.

Fasting.
Just as the mind needs to be purified and refined to be able to 
make contact with the Infinite, the body needs purification and 
refinement so that the veils of desire and compulsion may be 
lifted.

Movement and bodywork.
The ritual prayer of Islam, done five times a day, is a complete 
“yoga” that maintains the health and equilibrium of the body. In 
addition, from the sublime whirling of the Mevlevis to the 
gatherings of other orders, which involve chanting and a vigorous 
bodily worship, Sufism has typically included the exercise of the 
body in its ceremonies. The ritual prayer provides a grounded 
and dignified sobriety, and the zikr allows a degree of self-tran
scendence through the ecstasy of expansion.

WHAT ESSENTIAL SUFISM IS NOT

The idea of completion is so important, because without it we may 
settle for less than human maturity. Without it we might mistake 
some part for the whole. Just as egoism can reduce our humanity, 
various distortions of spirituality can produce impressive human at
tainments that are incomplete, restrictive, imbalanced, or even patho
logical.

Essential Sufism is not a specialization apart from life that requires 
the renunciation of human interests and desires. In other words, it 
does not aim at the absolute transcendence of the human condition.

Sufism does not focus primarily on a single-pointed inner concen
tration on the Divine through which all the created world falls away.

*7 
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It is not concerned with developing a micro-attention to the minu
tiae of consciousness in order to deconstruct the ego.

Nor is it concerned especially with altered states of consciousness, 
soul travel, or shamanic ecstasies. Although a mature human being 
may incidentally have the facility to enter other realms of conscious
ness and states of being, one’s submission to and trust in the Absolute 
Compassion significandy reduces the need for and preoccupation with 
such explorations.

Nor is Sufism necessarily characterized by bewilderment and intoxi
cation, although one may pass through such states before attaining the 
sobriety that embraces and transcends all intoxication.

Sufism is not a way of making the ordinary seem miraculous, but 
of integrating the truly miraculous into ordinary human life.

ENLIGHTENMENT AND MATURITY

Many of us have experienced various disappointments and disillusion- 
ments in our search for a spirituality adequate to our times. Aside from 
those false teachers who are not really worthy of discussion, there are 
spiritual guides who clearly have some kind of enlightenment and yet 
fall short of what we would expect of even an ordinary decent human 
being. Such people may have charisma, the ability to read thoughts, 
the power to alter others’ states of consciousness, and so on; yet they 
are immature in certain essential respects.

It may be possible to create what could be called a “hothouse en
lightenment,” a kind of theoretical or induced enlightenment that is 
nonetheless unripe and incomplete. If, for instance, it were possible to 
give a monkey in a laboratory an experience of monkey enlighten
ment, that monkey would not necessarily have the wisdom of a mon
key who had matured in the jungle. Some people are granted the 
experience of very high states of consciousness, and yet if these states 
are not accompanied by a development of character through a prior 
education that involves every department of human experience, you 
might have an enlightened being whom you would not trust even to 
be a baby-sitter.

Worse still is the kind of teacher whose enlightenment has been
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used for egoistic ends, who manipulates others, who is incapable of 
having a mature sexual relationship with an equal partner, or who has 
addictions he or she cannot control.

Our mistake was in assuming that people who have some attributes 
of enlightenment are perfected human beings.

In Sufism the phenomenon of immature enlightenment is well 
known. It is a biological and energetic transformation that directly 
affects the nervous system and energy centers, the result of which is 
that the veils between the conscious mind and the unconscious mind 
have been removed, yet the person has not necessarily acquired the 
qualities, experience, and virtues that I have termed maturity.

In Sufism, the point is not to enlighten everyone as quickly as possible, 
but to go step by step, developing the attributes of maturity without 
which enlightenment would be a curse. A certain prior education must 
be passed through before one has the privilege of receiving the kind of 
help that would increase the chances for biological enlightenment.

What is a Spiritually Complete Human Being? Even the words with 
which we ask this question contain assumptions about what is attain
able for us and how it is attained. Some of these assumptions are: that 
some kind of attainment or perfection is possible, and that we become 
complete through spirituality. Other ways we could ask this question: 
What is human perfection, enlightenment, or spiritual attainment? 
What are the ultimate criteria for human development? What is a full
spectrum development for the human being?

I do not claim that the following list is the ultimate answer to these 
questions—only that it represents my own present level of under
standing.

QUALITIES OF A SPIRITUALLY 
COMPLETE HUMAN BEING

Self-knowledge. The degree to which we know ourselves—our weak
nesses, limitations, characteristics, motivations.

Self control. The ability to guide and transcend the promptings of 
the self.

Objective Knowledge. A knowledge that is in accord both with the 

practical needs of life and an objective Reality that can be known 
through an awakened and purified heart.

Inner Wisdom. The ability to access guidance and meaning from 
within oneself.

Being. The capacity to remain in a state of presence, to consciously 
witness experience.

Selfless Love. A love for God and His creations without selfish 
motives.

Sustaining the Divine Perspective. The ability to always see events 
and people from the highest perspective of Love and Unity and 
not to slip into egoistic judgment and opinion.

Divine Intimacy. Awareness of one’s connection to the Divine 
Source.

So many people have been engaged in a search for a spirituality ade
quate to the times we live in. This means, first of all, that it should be 
able to offer some orientation to the psyche after the doors of perception 
have been opened through die awakening of consciousness and spiritual 
emergence that many people have experienced in recent decades. Fur
thermore, a spirituality adequate to the times would have to offer a way 
of living in harmony with human nature itself, in a partnership of man 
and woman, and within the ecological balance of this planet.

Sufism is the reconciliation of all opposites: the outer and the inner, 
the material and the spiritual, the finite and the infinite, the here and 
the hereafter, servanthood and liberation, the human and the divine. 
Enlightenment in this tradition does not prevent us from functioning 
in a practical and humble way in life, does not entitle us to special 
treatment, does not exclude us from the inevitable joys and griefs of 
life. The Sufi’s union with God does not cancel servanthood.

What I found through Sufism far exceeded my hopes. As an exam
ple, one poet said to me: “All of my reading, study, and creative writ
ing could not have prepared me for the poetry of Rumi.” And yet all 
Rumi’s poetry is just the wave on the surface of the ocean of Sufi 
spirituality. Perhaps it is consistent with the idea of Divine generosity 
that it should exceed in actuality the gift we had foreseen in our imagi
nation. The Source is not only infinitely generous, it is infinitely cre
ative, and its gifts surpass human imagination.
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The Idea of Spiritual Training

T
he role of a Sufi teacher in modern culture is 
analogous to an athletic coach who would like to train people 
to develop their abilities to an Olympic level. He would have 
been educated for this and have the appropriate degree. Without nec

essarily being the greatest athlete himself, he would be in a position to 
train others who have particular talents that he may not have. He 
would have the general knowledge and the principles, and he would 
have some decades of experience in training others, as well as himself.

What if, however, we lived in a society that was ignorant of Olym
pic-level training and performance? What if most people had a lack of 
interest in or resistance toward any notion of training, their attitudes 
having been formed by a fast-food culture? What little they have expe
rienced of athletics might have come from elementary school gym 
teachers and the coarse and sweaty environments of locker rooms. 
What if, in addition, their physical health were weak and their emo
tional health characterized by a legacy of shame and abuse? They 
would have no love of their body since it had been associated with 
pain and defilement rather than freedom and joy. Such people would 
need to learn to work out, to learn about their bodies and what they 
are capable of. Our culture’s preparation for and receptivity to spiri
tual training may be no better.

It would be foolish if a horse trainer were to receive a half-wild,
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starving and crippled horse and insist that it put on a saddle and pre
pare itself for the rigors of dressage. It would be equally foolish if a 
medical doctor were to receive patients in critical condition from star
vation and lecture them about the benefits of organic versus processed 
food. We live in a culture that is starved for spiritual reality. The im
mediate need is to save people from starvation. Anyone who insists 
that starving people pledge loyalty to the brand name of the food that 
saves them from starvation is not in service but is self-serving. There 
are distinctions to be made among both earthly and spiritual foods— 
whether these are synthetic, natural, or organic, for instance—and 
under the best circumstances, in the normative human condition, 
these are important distinctions.

The immediate need, however, is to help people in a state of starva
tion. Later we may consider what is a suitable diet, what are appro
priate calisthenics, and which specific skills to concentrate on.

FOLLOWING THE PATH THAT IS GIVEN

When I look at where I find myself, intellectually and spiritually, it 
certainly seems strange—given where I started from—and yet it makes 
perfect sense that I have followed the particular path I am on. At first 
we wander over the broad plains of life where it is relatively easy to 
change direction, to go this way or that. But at a certain point we are 
attracted to some hills that we see in the distance. As our journey takes 
us to those hills we find that certain trails make sense—they have been 
traveled already and a way has been worn by other travelers, or perhaps 
we find some other hikers going our way. Eventually those hills be
come mountains and it is no longer a matter of where do I want to 
go, but how to be strong enough and skillful enough to stay on the 
trail.

The choice becomes whether to go forward or to go backward. 
For your own safety and well-being you depend on a few committed, 
courageous, and experienced people. More and more you become 
grateful for where you are and for the journey itself. The freedom of 
the plains to go this way or that is only a nominal, relative freedom 
within the horizontal dimension. The real freedom may be in whether
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to ascend or stay at a certain level. To ascend you may need to acquire 
some specific information and skills, as well as overcome some of your 
own fears and weaknesses. Where you find yourself cannot easily be 
described to someone who hasn’t experienced the journey. You don’t 
feel superior to anyone, but within yourself you know that you have 
chosen what was possible and necessary for you.

THE PREMISES OF SUFI EDUCATION

Sufism is based on certain premises that are unfamiliar, if not foreign, 
to our contemporary environment, in which transcendent realities 
have been relegated so far to the background of life that they are effec
tively ignored.

The first of these is the idea that the soul itself needs to be educated 
and trained. The soul needs knowledge and practice in areas such as 
self-awareness, attention, will, relationship, service, and worship. In 
the modern world we don’t reflect much on the soul, let alone on its 
development. We may be willing to spend years and tens of thousands 
of dollars to receive professional training and yet resist the idea of 
taking time for a weeklong retreat.

The second important principle of Sufism is that this education and 
training is best conducted together with others—not just for the sake 
of convenience, but because of the opportunities to know ourselves 
through relationship and because of the quality of energy that is gener
ated and shared in a group. We may read the occasional book on 
spirituality and form our own inner convictions but rarely commit to 
the ongoing process of spiritual education and transformation.

The third principle is that there are people who have experience 
and knowledge in this area and who may be empowered through a 
spiritual lineage to provide wisdom, guidance, and inspiration. We 
resist the idea of such a relationship because relationships demand 
something of us: honesty, commitment, change. Even if we consider 
ourselves on a spiritual path, we would rather commit to a technique, 
such as meditation, which preserves our imagined autonomy and free
dom, than to a relationship and a spiritual family.

Of course, there are many good reasons why we should be skeptical
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about people who set themselves up as spiritual teachers and groups 
that proselytize or seek to enlist members. The real spiritual paths may 
seek to offer knowledge to the societies in which they exist, yet, be
cause they trust in a greater guidance, they never seek members merely 
to increase their numbers. In fact it has been a conscious principle that 
the path exists to serve those who choose it, although this was in socie
ties with enough general education to know the purpose of the tariqa, 
or path.

Because spiritual transformation is not a form of conditioning, it 
cannot be accomplished only through the sharing of information and 
techniques. The spiritual dimension of it is more mysterious, more 
creative, more unpredictable. No matter what kind of training pro
gram is devised, it can never guarantee that its graduates will have 
attained freedom from the self, love of other human beings, and sin
cere love of God. And yet this is what Sufi education aims at.

Finally, there is the question of Sufism’s relation to religion in gen
eral and Islam in particular. The Sufi who has attained some maturity 
belongs to all of humanity. His or her wish is to see other individuals 
attain the highest level of human completion that is possible for them, 
and the Sufi realizes that the question of belief and religious affiliation 
is between each person and God.

The Sufi teacher looks to the spiritual realization of human beings, 
not to any nominal adherence to belief. If the Sufi loves the classical 
heritage of Sufism, it is because of the richness the tradition offers, 
because of the inspiration, purity, and practicality of its message. 
Those who are uneasy about the relationship of Sufism to Islam are 
usually people who are relatively uninformed about what traditional 
Islam represents. We need to look beyond the distorted image of Islam 
that is common in the West to the real Islam, the Islam of Muhammad 
and the Qur’an, and the Islam of classical Sufism. The more one looks 
to this essential Islam, the more clear it will become how close are the 
qualities that we admire in Sufism to the essence of the Qur’an and the 
character of Muhammad. The humanness of Sufism, its wholeness, its 
integration with ordinary life, its nobility, liberality, and humility are 
almost inconceivable without the revelation of the Qur’an and the 
personality of Muhammad. In fact, to the extent that various modern
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adaptations of Sufism distance themselves from the classical Islamic 
tradition, the more they seem to become fragments of a wholeness. In 
some cases Sufism is reduced to the search for ecstasy; in others it is 
reduced to a dry epistemology. In still other cases it becomes religious 
fanaticism; and in others a kind of free-spirited mystical sensuality. 
But Sufism, at its best, is a path of completion. It proceeds from the 

living example of human completion and leads toward that comple

tion.
THE KNOWLEDGE

OF LOVE



Love’s Universe

I
DO NOT REALLY KNOW IF TODAY’S WORLD IS FURTHER FROM 

the truth than many civilizations that have preceded it. Yet so 
much of what occupies our attention is a fiction, and through 
these fictions we live a life of delusion, of separation, of selfishness, of 

loneliness. Behind our sadness and anxiety is a simple lack of love, 

which translates into a lack of meaning and purpose.
Unless we look with the eyes of love, we cannot see things as they 

are. We have searched for love in all the wrong places: in building 

ourselves up, in making ourselves more special, more perfect, more 
powerful. Love’s substitutes are driving the world. We strive after any

thing but love, because love is so close that we overlook it.

One of the most painful experiences for any person is recognizing 
that most human beings take themselves as the exclusive goal and 

center of their thoughts, feelings, and activities. It can be utterly terri

fying for a sensitive soul to live in a world where everyone is so busy 

achieving his or her own goals and interests that real human needs are 

pushed aside or trampled in the process.

For most people, even “love” is primarily a form of desire, prefer- ■

ence, or obsession; love, in other words, has been confused with self
gratification. And for most people, “spirituality” is reduced to a way I j

of feeling good about themselves. The diseases of self, once at least 

partially mitigated by the vaccinations of faith, are becoming more
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rampant. This self-centered way of living and being is exactly the “sin” 
that all authentic traditions of spirituality would save us from. Even 
the notion of spiritual “health”—as a self-giving and an awareness of 
a suprapersonal Center beyond one’s ego—is becoming suspect.

It doesn’t matter what we have accomplished, what recognition we 
have received, what we own; there is nothing as sweet as loving—not 
necessarily being loved, but just loving. The more we love—the more 
people, the more manifestations of life we love—the richer we are. 
Nothing is more beautiful or more sacred than the impulse of love we 
feel for a friend, a child, a parent, a partner. Nothing would be sweeter 
than to be able to love everywhere and always.

Rumi has written, “Whatever I have said about love, when love 
comes, I am ashamed to speak.” At the same time, if Love is the 
essential power within and behind this universe and our inner life, no 
subject has greater precedence. C. G. Jung said as much in his last 
book

I might, as many before me have attempted to do, venture 
an approach to this daimon, whose range of activity extends 
from the endless spaces of the heavens to the dark abysses of 
hell; but I falter before the task of finding language which 
might adequately express the incalculable paradoxes of love. 
Eros is a kosmogonos, a creator and father-mother of all 
higher consciousness. . . . Whatever the learned interpreta
tion may be of the sentence “God is love,” the words affirm 
the complexio oppositorum of the Godhead. In my medical 
experience as well as in my own life I have again and again 
been faced with the mystery of love, and have never been 
able to explain what it is.. . . No language is adequate to this 
paradox. Whatever one can say, no words express the whole. 

To speak of partial aspects is always to say too much or too 

little, for only the whole is meaningful. Love “bears all 

things” and “endures all things” (i Corinthians 13:7)- These 

words say all there is to be said; nothing can be added to 
them for we are in the deepest sense the victims and the 

instruments of cosmogonic “love.” . . . Man can try to name

--------------------------------------- ------------------------------------------------ —

love, showering upon it all the names at his command, and 
still he will involve himself in endless self-deceptions. If he 
possesses a grain of wisdom, he will lay down his arms and 
name the unknown by the more unknown ... that is, by the 
name of God.1

'C. G. Jung, Memories, Dreams, Reflections (New York: Vintage Books, 1965).

Although a mind as great as Jung’s can assert that love is a complete, 
unknowable mystery, I am convinced that there is a knowledge of 
love, that it desperately needs to be shared, and that in fact no knowl
edge is more valuable and essential.

It may be that failure in any field is essentially a failure of love. 
In the nineteenth century, for instance, when progressive psychiatry 
consisted of the surgical removal of sexual organs or lobes of the brain, 
organs that were believed to contribute to the moral illness of human 
beings, this was not only a failure of intelligence but a failure of love. 
And in the twentieth century, when mental health was sought through 
shock therapy, behavior modification, or prescribed chemicals, it was 
once again a fixation on the outer, material being and the overlooking 
of the requirements of the inner being—again a failure of love.

Likewise, economic systems based purely on outer values, including 
communism and capitalism, are destined to fail if they do not incorpo
rate at their heart the values of love.

Art, too, must be inspired by love. It degenerates into technique 
and decoration when it comes into the service of ego or economics.

THE SCHOOL OF LOVE

We are all students in the school of love, although it may take us a 
long time and much suffering to admit this fact. Something obsti
nately refuses to see the obvious. It is amazing how stubborn and slow 
we are, and how often we still forget. We forget whenever we think 
ourselves more important than others, whenever we see our own de
sires and goals as more important than the feelings and well-being of 
those we love. We forget whenever we blame others for what we our- *



40 The Knowledge of Love Love’s Universe 4i

----------------------------------- ---------------------------------------- --------- -

selves have been guilty of. We forget whenever we lose sight of the fact 
that in this school of love it is love that we all are trying to learn.

Yunus Emre, the first and greatest Turkish Sufi poet, says, “Let us 
master this science and read this book of love. God instructs; Love is 
His school.”

We have all been failures in love. This is our conscious starting 
point. Only a saint is an expert and complete lover, because only a 
saint has been freed by God from what stands in the way of love.

We can practice meditation and seek spiritual knowledge for years 
and still overlook the central importance of love. One of the subtlest 
forms of egoism is when we engage ourselves in a practice to be more 
spiritual than others, when we turn spirituality into an arena for our 
ambition. But Love eventually forgives even that.

We are not merely Love’s passive instruments; we are its servants. 
In order to know how to serve, our love needs to be grounded in 
knowledge.

Love without knowledge is dangerous. With love alone we could 
burn ourselves and others. With love alone we could become lunatics. 
In ancient tradition they warn us of the person who is unconsciously 
“in love.” Such people, it is said in Central Asia, should wear bells on 
their ankles to warn others of their state.

Love is such an extraordinary and complex power, and the human 
being has such a great capacity for love, that to dismiss it as an un
knowable mystery is like standing in awe before a fire and saying we 
don’t know what this is, how it started, or what to do with it.

Love is both mystery and knowledge. Furthermore, it is a mystery 
that has spoken to us about itself in the form of those revelations that 
have profoundly altered the course and quality of human history. The 
lives and teachings of Buddha, Jesus, and Muhammad have influenced 
and transformed so many billions of people because they are essentially 
teachings of love.

The universe is an expression of Love

Many believe that this is an impersonal material universe, a universe 
that is more darkness than light, more cold than warmth, more vac
uum than substance. Furthermore, many people feel that the random,

isolated consciousness at the heart of each human life is endangered 
by vast forces that do not recognize its fragile existence.

For those with spiritual vision, however, we are living within an 
infinite heart. This whole universe is a manifestation of cosmic love. 
This whole universe was created from just a spark of love. In the Sufi 
tradition these words are attributed to the Creator, the Source of our 
being:

I was a hidden treasure and I longed to be known, 
so I created both worlds, the visible and the invisible, 
in order that My hidden treasure 
of generosity and lovingkindness would be known.

—HadIth QudsI

This universe is an expression of love. We live in an ocean of Love, 
but because it is so near to us, we sometimes need to be shocked or 
hurt, or experience some loss, in order to be aware of the nearness and 
importance of love. A litde fish was told that without water it could 
not live, and it became very afraid. It swam to its mother and, 
trembling, told her about the need for water. The mother said, 
“Water, my darling, is what we’re swimming in.”

I have known people to go through exactly this experience through 
their contact with the Way of Love. One person expressed it to me 
this way: “I used to believe that compassion was something within 
myself and other human beings, but I was not convinced that this 
compassion existed outside of ourselves. Our work together has made 
it clear that compassion is outside of ourselves and that is why we also 
find it within. We are living in it!”

Every being and thing is set in motion by Love

The planets revolve around the sun, and the sun radiates its energy 
to the planets. Atoms are held in a delicate but immensely powerful 
balance by love. Every species has its own form of love or desire that 
motivates it. Every human being has its own unique form of love 
through which it approaches life. Everything is seeking union with the 
object of its desire. And all of these desires are the derivatives of one 
Love.
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Perhaps this morning you wanted some Ceylon tea and fresh bread. 

Later you had a hunger for some soup and salad. In the evening you 
had stir-fried vegetables over rice, with blueberries and cream for des

sert. The motivation behind all of these was the hunger of the body. 

In the same way, Love is the motivation behind every yearning.
We believe that we love this or that, but the ftindamental Love is 

the pure experience of Being. This Being, this isness, is the fundamen

tal energy and substance of the universe. When we are in a state of 

presence, fully awake and alive, we are open to this isness, to Being, 
and since the essence of this Being is the Love that created existence, 
our experience of Being is Love.

In all of life Love is seeking to discover itself. We come into this 
world, and we experience a profound forgetfulness; we are asleep. Ev

erything that happens from then on is the process of waking up to the 

fact that Love brought us here, that we are loved by a Beneficent 

Unseen Reality, and that the core of our being is Love. The whole 

purpose and meaning of creation is to discover the secret of Love.
The experience of love is the most fulfilling and important experi

ence we can have, the highest of all values. We can’t compare love to 

anything. It is its own meaning and its own criteria. Since everything 

is explained by something subtler than what is being explained, noth

ing can explain love because love itself is the subtlest of all things we 

can experience.
Love is seeking us. Love brought us here, whether we know it or 

not. Love nudges us to make plans, to seek relationship, to create the 

possibility of a meeting of hearts. It puts the pen to paper; it puts a 

word on the tongue. Love is not the goal of anything; it is the cause 

of everything.

•II

See how the hand is invisible while the pen is writing; 

the horse careening, yet the rider is unseen;

the arrow flying, but the bow out of sight;

individual souls existing,

while the Soul of souls is hidden.

—RumI, m, 11, 1303-04
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The Sufis know that Love is the most active, the most powerful 

force in the universe. Love is always acting on us. We think we are the 
creators and directors of our lives, but our actions may be just the 

slightest visible signs of a process that is vast and invisible. We know 
only a fragment of what can be seen; of the unseen we know very 
little. Like children we are unconscious of all the forces and factors 
that sustain us, care for us, guide our life and our world.

The spiritual life requires a reversal of our usual egoistic thinking 
and wanting. We believe that we are seeking but what if it is Love 
itself that is the seeker? Rumi says:

Abundance is seeking the beggars and the poor, 

just as beauty seeks a mirror....

Beggars, then, are the mirrors of Gods abundance, 

and they who are with God 

are united with absolute abundance.

—ROmI, m, i, 2745, 2750

The idea that we live in Loves Universe may seem a sentimental 

and naive proposition to some people. Why then do we live in a world 

of such injustices and horrors?

Life brings us very real suffering, and this suffering can be the cause 

of some doubt about the beneficence of life. Often, when we are in 
the midst of our suffering, we cannot see a purpose in it. We may lose 

our trust in the meaning of life. The soul faces a critical choice at this 
point: whether to be embittered by reality or to allow the pain of life 
to reorient us to a deeper truth, to help us form a connection to a 
reality beyond space, time, and even beyond our individual selves.

The idea that we live in a universe created by love is anything but 
sentimental and naive, because it does not deny the pain of life but 
embraces this complex reality with all its contradictions. We see that 
we are turned from one feeling to another and taught by means of 
opposites and contrasts.

SiHe alone has the right to break, 
for he alone has the power to mend.
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He that knows how to sew together 
knows how to tear apart: 
whatever He sells,
He buys something better in exchange.
He lays the house in ruins;
then in a moment He makes it more livable than before.

—Rumi, m, i, 3882

Sometimes we need to be shocked out of our complacency and 
indifference to know the reality of love. We need to find a way to 
restore the proper perspective. We need to be reminded of the central
ity oflove.

Without becoming passive, we can stop resisting and submit to Love. 
We begin to see the infinite power of Love as the greatest cause in the 
universe, and little by little we begin to serve it. Eventually, we begin to 
see that even a bitter drink is sweet when it is from the Beloved.

Hi

Knowing that Love is the master of the universe helps us to accept 
and learn from every experience. Knowing that there is an eternal di
mension residing here in intimate association with material existence 
will begin to free us from fears. When we are less governed by negative 
thoughts about God’s creation, we will be freed from many fears.

The human being is God's beloved

The human being is the macrocosm, not just the microcosm, of the 
universe. While in outward form a human being is the microcosm, a 
miniature universe, in truth, according to the masters and prophets, 
humanity is the macrocosm, the cause of the existing universe.

This subject is being debated today in cosmological physics. It ap
pears to those who have done the necessary calculations on the forma
tion of the universe that if you were to change any one of the physical 
laws one iota, there would not be a universe that could support the 
human being—nor would there be a universe at all. It appears to those 
who have looked carefully that the universe was virtually designed to 
create the human being.

Maybe this is what Mevlana Rumi means when he says that the 
fruit is the cause of the tree, not the other way around. In the simplest
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terms, the gardener planted the tree in order for it to bear fruit. How 
many fruits are on a tree? How many trees are within the fruit?

God says: “I created the whole universe for you and you for My
self” (Hadlth Qudsi).

Every human being is the creation of love and a beloved child of 
the universe. And every human being is free to turn his or her back 
on love.

Water says to the dirty, “Come here.”
The dirty one says, “But I am so ashamed.”
Water says, “How will you be made clean without me?”

—ROmI, m, 11, 1366-67

The more we live in our individual sense of isolation, loneliness, alien
ation, in our envy, resentment, pride, and shame, the more we allow 
this love to be obscured.

If we attempt to go this way alone, we will only find our own ego. 
God loves us to be together. God is us-with-us and doesn’t like loneli
ness. Trying to attain truth through books alone is like trying to fall 
in love with a picture. We cannot at first fall in love with something 
we don’t see. But if we meet the divine love in others who have melted 
in that love, if we stay close to those who have understood this love, 
then we begin to sense the Love behind all the forms of love. We enter 
spiritual work and spiritual community so that love might be more 
revealed and known, less obscure.

Something has brought us together, established the relationships of 
our lives, and there is a reason for this and a reason behind the reason. 
Among other thing? it is our purpose to discover the reason and to 
explore what connects us. An infinite Intelligence has arranged our situ
ation, and that infinite intelligence is certainly not you or I, although it 
operates through you and me. We are here to be in communication 
with one another and to explore the mystery of Love. It is Love that 
has arranged all this. It is Love that brought us here. We are here to 
open a space that Love can enter and be more known, more apparent, 
more understood. If we can keep this intention in mind—opening a 
space for Love—it will help us to stay aligned with its power.
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The Spectrum of Love

P
eople mean so many different things when they 
refer to love. For some it means desire or lust, for others com
passion, for some need, for others generosity, for some an im
personal ideal, for others devotion or yearning. Love is one power that 

is reflected on many levels of our being: physical, emotional, mental, 
social, spiritual, and cosmic.

Love is not primarily an emotion. Sometimes the greatest enemy of 
love is sentimentality, the cheapening or trivializing of the greatest 
power in the universe. Once a certain shaikh, someone who had given 
a lifetime to the path, was visiting us. He spoke about the efforts and 
sacrifices that are needed if we truly want to know the Truth. There 
was a guest in our circle that day, someone who was filled with a 
sentimental enthusiasm. “But what about Love?' she asked with her 
dreamy eyes.

“Love? I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about,” our 
foxy mentor replied.

“Well, love is wonderful, love is incredible, love is what spirituality 
is all about. You mean you don’t know about love?” An excruciatingly 
long pause followed.

“My dear,” he said to her, “should one use such a word unless in 
the moment that one uses it, one is that love?” There are dangers in 
talking about love without being love. The dangers of not talking 

about love are also great. Worst of all may be convincing ourselves 
that love is far removed from ourselves.

The most elementary and limited form of love is desire, or eros, to 
use a more suggestive term. We all have desire, or passion. At the most 
basic level it is animal desire—desire of the desirable, love of the lov
able. Eros is attracted to what it finds desirable or beautiful. Its power 
is valuable as long as we are not enslaved by it, but often eros knows 
no limits in its desire.

The domain of eros is attraction and pleasure. Eros is the power of 
the universe as it is reflected at the level of our natural, animal self. 
From the spiritual point of view, eros is a derivative, metaphoric love. 
It searches without satisfaction through many objects of desire but never 
reaches full satisfaction. Sufis refer to it as “donkey love,” because the 
donkey brays—not a very pleasant sound—when it is aroused.

Philos is a form of love characterized by sharing or participation. It 
is a more comprehensive form of love, wider, less self-centered than 
desire. It brings people into relationships. Philos engenders all forms 
of sharing: family life, social clubs and political organizations, brother
hoods, sisterhoods, cultural bonds.

The highest, most comprehensive level of love is agape—a spiritual, 
objective, unconditional love. Immature love needs to be loved; ma
ture love simply loves. Agape, or unconditional love, can dissolve the 
false self. By removing the obstacles we put in the way of agape, by 
grounding ourselves in the principles and knowledge of love, and by 
being with those who love Spirit, we may come to live within the 
reality of agape. Eventually agape will refine and expand our sense of 
who we are to infinite dimensions. It will dissolve our separate exis
tence. Then, instead of seeking the security and consolation of the 
ego, instead of seeking to be loved, we will be love itself.

I once asked someone whose spiritual maturity I trusted, “Is there 
ever a time when you no longer need others’ love?”

“Yes, when you love." When you are love. When there is no differ
ence between you and what you love.

Once a certain man knocked at a friend’s door. His friend asked 
him, “Who’s there?”

“It’s me,” he answered.

46



4« The Knowledge of Love The Spectrum of Love 49
--------------------------------------------------- ---------------------------------------------------------------------------

“Go away. This is not the time. There’s no room for two at this 
table.”

Only the fire of separation can cook the raw. Only loneliness can 
heal hypocrisy. The poor man went away and for a whole year burned 
with longing to be with his friend. Eventually his rawness was cooked, 
and he returned to the door of his friend, but no longer as he had 
been. He walked back and forth, in humility and respect, cautious lest 
the wrong word should fall from his mouth. Finally, he knocked.

“Who is there?” the friend called.
“It’s only you here at this door.”
“At last, since you are I, come right in, O myself, since there isn’t 

room for two Is in this house. The double end of the thread is not 
for the needle. If you are single, come through the eye of the needle.”'

Intimate conversation is one of the most important practices of the 
way of Love. Without a spiritual friend/teacher/guide our possibilities 
of advancement are very limited. The spiritual friend should be a 
humble human being who has melted in God. The implicit call of 
such a person is: “Fall in love with me, just as I fall in love with you; 
then in our mutual nonexistence we will be complete.” The phrase 
“to fall in love” is not to be confused with romance or any form of 
possessiveness, but it strongly suggests a kind of intimacy and mutual 
devotion that is necessary in this spiritual relationship. A Sufi of the 
twentieth century, Ishmael Emre, has said: “The compassionate and 
perfect human beings kill the seekers of Truth with humility and the 
sword of love.”

Yet despite these high-minded thoughts on love, we must acknowl
edge that we have all failed in love. This is our starting point. We have 
all been broken and disappointed in love because our love has been 
identified with our egoism, when it was meant to dissolve that egoism. 
We can love when we expect to get something. We can love when we 
have the perfect person to love. But there is no such perfect person, 
and even if there were, we would not know it unless we too were 
perfect, because we would inevitably project our own imperfection 
onto the other, as the masses have always done to the prophets. God’s

'This is a retelling of the story that can be found in Rumi’s Mathnawl, I, 3056-64.

messengers were not loved; they were more often hated. Hatred is 
frustrated love, the shadow of love. It implies the presence of love 
corrupted by egoism. Egoism can turn beauty into ugliness, generosity 
into selfishness, love into hatred.

RELATIONSHIP, HUMILITY, AND INTERDEPENDENCE

We do not reach love completely on our own. If we are loveless in and 
of ourselves, it is because we are living with our center of gravity in 
the false self. The false self is created from the desires and compulsions 
of our own separateness. This false self believes strongly in its own 
existence as separate from the rest of life, and it recruits the intellect 
to help defend this illusion at the expense of the whole of the mind.

There is nothing more difficult than to make two minds one; that 
is, to help them to love each other. If two or more people are in love, 
there is harmony, a unity of purpose without the loss of individuality. 
When we are thinking only of our own desires and needs, there is 
disharmony with others and we feel at cross-purposes. We live in a 
culture that emphasizes the individual at the expense of relationship. 
More and more people are alone and lonely.

Can the ego overcome its own separation? Most probably not, be
cause it will still be playing the ego’s games, trying to become better 
than others or to attain its own desires and security at the expense of 
others. Only Love can tame the ego and bring it into the service of 
Love. It is the nature of Love to create relationships. You might say it 
is Unity expressing itself. The lover, the beloved, and love itself are all 
one in reality.

In order to really love, our ego structure has to dissolve and re-form 
on a new basis. Our hearts may have to be broken, our false pride 
humbled. Love then re-creates the self.

Sometimes we feel that we want to love others but we cannot; we 
just don’t have the capacity for it. Just as the cause can produce the 
effect, the effect can also produce the cause. The tree produces the 
fruit; and the fruit can produce the tree. Love has many fruits: kind
ness, patience, generosity, courage, self-sacrifice. Love will produce 
these fruits; and these fruits will engender love. This is a two-way
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street. The effect can produce the cause. An apple contains the seed of 
a tree.

One of the greatest Sufis I have known, a man whose love was so 
tangible it was barely possible for us to be in his presence without 
tears, used to say: May my imitation become real. By practicing the 
fruits of love, by showing kindness, patience, and generosity to others, 
especially when it doesn’t come easily, we may summon the cause of 
these fruits, namely, real love. The tree bears fruit, and the fruit can 
also produce the tree.

Love is conscious relationship in presence. With presence we are in 
conscious relationship; our essences are present to each other. If we 
love without presence, we are merely projecting our neediness, lack 
of fulfillment, or desire onto another person. The higher Love is the 
welcoming of otherness into ourselves as ourselves, recognizing the 
stranger as a friend.

Love is the absence of defenses; it is emotional nakedness. “Only 
one whose garment has been stripped by love is free of desire and 
defect.”2 In the presence of love we find acceptance. Our self-disclo
sure, our emotional nakedness, helps to open the space for love. With 
presence we hold no image of ourselves that separates us from others. 
Love accepts imperfection; it loves the actuality and recognizes the 
potentiality.

2Rami, Zow A a Stranger (Putney, Vt.: Threshold Books, 1993), p. 69.

Sometimes it is not until we know our helplessness and our failure 
at love that we can come under the grace of love. This is the great 
value of the humiliation of sin and failure, because our ego, the shell 
that keeps love out, has broken open. Love is not the attribute of the 
self-righteous and the perfect. It is the attribute of the humble, those 
who have realized their own nothingness, those who have failed in 
love.

RELATIONSHIP BEYOND TIME AND SPACE

Just as we recognize our interdependence with our fellow human be
ings with whom we are in relationship here on this earth, we can also
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recognize our interdependence with a source of grace and guidance 
that is outside of time. We need to find some connection with a spiri
tual source or tradition that can wean us from this false self’s illusions 
and fears. If we search without true guidance, we will only find this 
false self, and we may lead ourselves in circles back again and again to 
our own ego.

We need to make a call to some source of love. The Sufi tradition 
not only has its living exemplars, it also has many great beings who 
live on in the world of meaning: including all the important figures of 
the Prophetic tradtion: Abraham, Moses, David, Solomon, Jesus, 
Mary, Muhammad, Imam ‘All; as well as the saints and masters of the 
Sufi tradition: Rabia, Ibn ‘Arabi, Shams of Tabriz, Mevlana Jalaluddin 
Rumi, Yunus Emre, Abdul Qadir JilSnl, Ahmed Rifai, Moinuddin 
Chishti, Bahauddin Naqshband, may God be pleased with them all.

With a spirit of humility we call upon these great beings who at
tained unity with the Source. It is possible to establish a connection, 
rabita, so that the effectual grace, baraka, of that particular enlight
ened being can flow to us. Such a connection can be attained through 
love and intention, through cultivating an inner dialogue and reso
nance with that being. As a member of a particular lineage it would 
be considered essential to establish this connection with the Pir, or 
founder, of one’s particular order, and at the same time, since Sufism 
is a tradition that is completely unified on the foundation of the 
Qur’an, all the Sufi saints are in harmony with each other.

If we can open to the saints through our own devotion and humil
ity, we may receive a protective grace that can safeguard us from our 
own egos. In the end, the only thing we need to be protected from is 
our own ego. The ego is the enemy of our true existence. Fortunately 
the ego can be tamed by love, not devalued or annihilated, but tamed 
and put into the service of our essential self. If we can learn to make a 
clear call to the Source of love, how could that Source not respond to 
our call? The importance of this principle should never be underesti
mated.-This is the most important relationship for us to cultivate.
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The Inborn Power 
of Love and Presence

1

W
E HUMAN BEINGS HAVE A POTENTIAL INSIDE OF OUR- 
selves that is the source of all our motivations. When this 
potential is applied to the material world, it can be produc
tive. Without this power, humankind could not have produced its 

greatest achievements. When this power turns toward that aspect of 
the material world known as sexuality, it is procreative. So this inborn 
power serves to maintain our physical existence, bringing an appetite 
for life and a kind of happiness; but if we restrict it to material exis
tence alone, we are caught in a vicious cycle of attempting to satisfy 
endless and often contradictory desires.

If we disperse our love in the things of this world, its power will be 
dissipated. If we choose to love a human being, at least we are choos
ing to love the most valuable thing in this world. A human being is a 
treasure of qualities and has the capacity to respond to our love more 
completely than anything else on this earth.

We also know that when we give our love to a human being, it is 
possible that this person will not be able to respond to our love. We 
may find our love ignored, rejected, or betrayed. This kind of love 
may result in unfulfilled desire, and if the frustration is great enough, 
it may even turn to hatred. Love of anything finite involves the risk of 
failure and loss.

In Greek myth, Eros is attracted to a beautiful young girl named 
Psyche. There is alchemy in this attraction. Eros is attracted to the 
lovable things of this world; Psyche is more spiritual. The beauty of 
Psyche, who is Spirit in disguise, will transform Eros through her own 
spiritual nature. Through this relationship with Psyche Eros is uplifted 
and transformed and brought closer to his Source. This myth is the 
model or archetype of how our desire nature can be transformed 
through spiritual relationship.

The potential we have stored within ourselves is like an ore that 
needs to be extracted and refined. If we do not put this power to its 
highest and best use it will disturb us. Through our ignorance of this 
potential for love, through our desperate turning away from it, 
through our misuse of it, through our addictions, it may even destroy 
us. This is the awesome power of cosmic love frustrated and denied.

We have a certain amount of love to invest. We can invest it in 
things, in people, or in God. Whatever we give our love to will re
spond to our love to the extent that it is able. A well-made automobile 
may return our love in one way; a beloved pet may return our love in 
another way. Of all things that we can love, a human being has the 
capacity to respond to our love most completely; but directing our 
love to God will make us the beloved of God.

LOVE OF OUR SOURCE

Any temporal love is based on attraction and can turn to its opposite. 
If the beloved is deficient, the love returned will share its deficiency. 
If the beloved is perfect, the love returned will be perfect. We have the 
possibility of loving Love itself, of loving the Source of all loves. We 
metaphorically call the Divine Being “Friend” and “Beloved.” This 
love has the possibility of developing infinitely. The highest purpose 
of a human being is to know and worship that alone which is worthy 
of worship. We can learn to call that which can answer our call. The 
response of this Beloved has no limits. This Love is never one-sided. 
It is seeking us even more than we are seeking it. Sometimes you are 

the lover and God is the Beloved; sometimes God is the Lover and 
you are the beloved.
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It could be said that the souls of the lovers of God came into earthly 
life to rediscover the love of their Source, to express that love, and to 
serve it with all their faculties. Everything that consciously responds to 
the love of the universe becomes a gift to the universe, a mercy to all 
of creation. To enter into the Divine Love is to both be drawn to and 
respond to that which is drawing us. We serve love when we feel and 
know that we are loved. It is natural to want to return this love.

Spiritual love, however, is not abstract love. We cannot love God 
and remain insensitive to all the manifestations of life around us. Love 
of God is also love of His creation. This is done with the wholeness of 
mind, including its conscious and supraconscious faculties: presence, 
reason, heart, and will. The more we love, the more we are present. 
The more we are present, the more we love.

Presence is the state of transcendent awareness, which embraces and 
comprehends all our other functions, including thought, feeling, ac

tion, and intuition. Unless we develop in presence, we are not wholly 
here. We exist in our thoughts, in our desires, but not in our Being, 

and therefore we cannot really love because we are not fully here. 

Without presence our dialogue is primarily mental or emotional but 

not fully spiritual. Without presence we cannot develop in love. Con

tinual presence eventually opens and allows a continual dialogue with 

our Source.

Presence can offer us a continual relationship with Being. This con

tinual presence merges into God’s presence; it is the same presence. 
Awareness of the presence of God inclines us to submission and love. 

We can pray for our spiritual needs from a position of contentment 

and acceptance. We can always include the saving clause, “God will

ing,” that submits to the Divine Wisdom in either granting our prayer 

or not. We can begin to be in continual relationship with God. Truly, 

it is only in the remembrance of God that hearts find their rest.

Many gifts are bestowed upon those who learn to be in continual 

remembrance. The loveliness of this world may increase. Taste, sight, 

fragrance, and sound intensify and are experienced as gifts from infi

nite Being. Even the senses are brought to spiritual ecstasy. Simple 

pleasures become infinitely rewarding; at the same time the pleasures

----------------------------------------- --------------------------------------------------------------

that most people wildly chase after begin to look foolish and insig
nificant-.

Worries and fears diminish because we have turned all our cares 
over to the Beloved, who we know loves us and sustains us.

Someone who worries only about You
is saved from many fears!
The heart that falls into Your love burns and burns.
The one who gives himself to You
gives up everything else.
Worldliness looks like a poison.
Someone who lives with a vision of the End passes up poisons?

Whatever we do for the love of God benefits our souls and our lives 
in a way that ego-motivated actions never can. Whatever we do for 
the love of God is done with sincerity because it is not motivated by 
self-interest. We leave our concern for gain and loss, success and fail
ure, in the hands of God. We stop considering ourselves the sole cause 
of our actions and their results. Consequendy, we become the instru

ments of a deep wisdom and love.
The lover of God undergoes some of the same difficulties as those 

who are ignorant and unaware of God, but these difficulties do not 
disturb the heart in the same way; therefore she is protected from 

much pain. If you love God, creation will love you. Yunus Emre says: 
“A soul in love is free of worries. With love all problems left me. With 

love I became happy.”2
The food of the heart is love. The heart needs continual nourish

ment if it is to be healthy. If we limit ourselves to worldly, materialistic 
satisfactions, we will deprive ourselves of real nourishment, satisfac

tion, and peace. One only needs to spend some time with those whose 

yearning is limited to worldly success to know how unsatisfactory such 

success is. On the other hand, to spend some time with the lovers of 

God is to find out what it means to be really happy and free.

'Yunus Emre, The Drop That Became the Sea (Putney, Vt.: Threshold Books, 1987), p. 
10.
’Ibid., p. 39.
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Some people enter into the Divine Love so deeply that they become 
a source of love. They are like an abundant spring in a dry land. They 
become an oasis of gardens, fruit trees, and palms. They belong to all 
people, and their love is not confined by sects or religions. Some peo
ple enter the fire of love and become one with the fire. Because they 
have entered into this love and been received by it, they also radiate 
it. They glow like the red-hot iron that has plunged into the fire. Like 
a fine Damascus sword, they have acquired the qualities of the fire 
without losing their iron-ness, their strength. Having been through 
this fire their substance has changed forever.

THE RELIGION OF LOVE

Mevlana Rumi said, “The religion of love is like no other.” He did 
not wish to start a new religion but to reveal the essence of all religion, 
which is submission to God in love. All love leads toward God. All 
love is a metaphor, a symbol of real love. It is not necessary to replace 
one religion or no religion with another, but to purify our religion 
and ourselves with love.

In the religion of love we are not seeking love, because we know 
that love is not the goal or end, but the origin and cause of everything. 
We are within this field of love. We only need to open up to it. Love 
created us. Love guides us. And we will all return to love, either will
ingly or unwillingly. We can go willingly and consciously, by realizing 
that love brought us here in the first place. Let us trust this truth. Let 
this be our starting point.

All religions exist because Love is trying to establish itself in human 
life. Since the object of all religions is One, all religions are related to 
each other. Sometimes it looks as though the enterprise of religion has 
been an utter failure on this earth, but who really knows. Appearances 
can be deceptive. Sometime failure is the seed of greatest success.

They said: “You are filled!”
I said: “I wish I were empty.”
They said: “You are burned out!”
I Said: “I wish I were ash!”
They said: “You are fading.”
I said: “I wish I had died.”
They said: “But you are dead.”
I said: “God willing.”
“The cup,” they said.
“Let me be quenched,” I said.
“Drink!” they said.
“Let me turn,” I said.
“The moth,” they said.
“Let me burn,” I said.
“Fool!” they said.
“So be it! It comes from God,” I said.
They said, “O Zeynep, you will be heartbroken, 
drunk on love for the rose, like the nightingale.
In the end you will go mad in the way of truth.” 
I said, “What can I do? It’s up to God.”

—Zeynep Hatun3

They said: “You are crazy in love!
I said: “May God increase my Love.”
They said: “But your being has vanished.”
I said: “It’s not in me, God knows.”

r
’Translated by Murat Yagan.
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Inner Struggle

THE STRUCTURE OF THE SELF
WITHIN SUFI PSYCHOLOGY

T
he inherent psychology of traditional Sufism is a 
vocabulary of Being, derived from the Qur an, with which the 
Sufi begins to know and understand himself and his relation
ship to the Divine Being, Allah. This sacred psychology and its spiri

tual vocabulary offer an implicit model of humanness as well as a map 
of a spiritual landscape. No one who has studied the circumstances of 
the Qur’an’s revelation would deny that it proceeded from a deep level 
of inspiration. Whether one views the source of this inspiration as the 
Divine Intelligence speaking through its prophet or as an upflowing 
of meaning from the purest depths of the unconscious, one cannot 
deny that it is all of a piece. This is part of its miracle: that the closer 
one looks, the more precision and order seem to reveal themselves. Its 
terms—which on the surface may be read as mythic or metaphoric—

are increasingly appreciated for their objective quality. Gather together 

all the references to “heart” within the Qur’an, for instance, and you 

will see how they inform each other and suggest an objective and 
practical knowledge. The psychology of Sufism, therefore, is not some

thing formulated by the theorizing intellect; rather it is a unified body
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of knowledge whose source is this inspired text as it has been appre
hended by generations of completed human beings.

The outcome of this knowledge and practice is humanizing and 
life-enhancing. Even if there were no God as an external, independent 
agency, and no “heaven” for the eternal perpetuation of one’s individ
uality, the principles of Sufi self-development would still stand as re
markable tools in purely humanistic terms. For the Sufi, however, 
there is the faith that one’s actions and intentions Aere will resonate 
forever in an eternal dimension and that our choices here have conse
quences far beyond our immediate earthly life.

Psychology means “knowledge of the soul (psyche).” Our best con
temporary psychologies are mostly a collection of subjective and cul
ture-driven conjectures. There are dozens of theories of personality, 
theories of learning, and so on, but a true science still proves to be 
elusive. Insofar as they claim to be scientific, these theories are rudi
mentary experiments that hardly begin to fathom the most important 
issues of meaning and purpose in life. Here we must face the central 
question that separates those who defend and maintain a purely secu
lar reality from those who believe in the revelatory power of Being. 
The former essentially “believe” that human beings can construct an 
effective and satisfactory knowledge of the human psyche from the 
ground up, so to speak. Freud and Marx are the outstanding examples 
of this mentality for the twentieth century. The failure of Marxism 
(which does not imply the success of Western-style finance capitalism) 
is hardly a matter of debate. The failure of Freudianism, though qui
eter, is no less noteworthy. These systems were not without their ele
ments of powerful insight and truth, nor were their discoveries and 
critiques entirely irrelevant. However, their failure was that they could 
not offer a satisfactory model of the highest purpose of human life. 
What we are witnessing at the turn of the millennium is a cultural 
collapse of modernism.

Those who believe in the revelatory power of Being, who acknowl
edge the possibility of one Great Tradition being revealed within all 
traditional human communities, are essentially in accord with the Sufi 
understanding. Postmodernism, though inadequately defined in reac
tion to a failed modernism, implicitly recognizes the mistake of the 

dominant paradigm, which was ethnocentric and materialistic, and 
yet it fails to offer a unified worldview or objective understanding of 
humanness.

The structure of the human individuality within Sufi psychology 
can be understood through three primary elements: nafi, or ego-self; 
qalb, or heart; and or Spirit. Together these form the person.

In attempting to bring some clarity to these terms, we are faced 
with the problem that our English language uses them in vague, if not 
contradictory, ways. So we are compelled to create a spiritual glossary 
of our own. I will begin with the Sufi term, and its simplest English 
equivalent, followed by a parenthetical list of synonyms.

Nafi or self (the ego-self, natural self, carnal self), can be considered 
a complex of psychological manifestations arising from the body and 
related to its pleasure and survival. The ego has an intimate relation
ship not only with the body but with the socialized personality as well. 
The ego has no limit to its desires, whether these are appetites of the 
body or of the personality, and it needs the spiritual self (ruh) to guide 
and moderate it.

On the other hand, the spiritual self needs the energy of the natural 
self (nafs) to aspire toward completion, or perfection. The self has its 
servants aS well: ambition, self-importance, rationalization, delusion, 
fantasy, selfishness, and desire. The most disruptive and evil manifesta
tion of the self is known as the commanding self {nafi al-ammdra). 
When the self has, however, become pure, reasonable, and in order, it 
may be called the inspired self {nafi al-mulhama).

Qalb: heart (the core of our being, the soul,1 our deepest and most 
comprehensive knowing, including our psychic functions), is like a 
container made of the substance of presence. It is the midpoint of the 
psyche, halfway between self and Spirit. It includes the subconscious 
and supraconscious faculties of perception, memories, and complexes. *

'Sou/is one of the most confusing terms in English. It can mean simply the “self,” as in 

“What a poor soul.” It can refer to the heart aspect of the human being, as in “She has a 

lot of soul” or “He put his heart and soul into it.” Here it is used as that core of our 

being which can be developed and spiritualized and which forms a connection between 

ego and God/Spirit.
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The heart can be under the influence of either the ego or the spiritual 
self. When we speak about involving ourselves “heart and soul, we 
are speaking about this aspect of the self. Living from the heart or 
having a pure heart refers to a deep condition of spiritualized desire, 
spiritual passion. Losing one’s soul refers to a condition of having the 
soul dominated by material, sensual, and egoistic concerns. Such a 
“heart and soul” is veiled, dim, unconscious.

/?»/;, Spirit (spiritual self, essence), as an attribute of the human 
being is described as an impulse or command from God. Spirit is the 
essence of life itself. It is like a nondimensional point that is linked to 
the realm of Unity and has access to the realm of Attributes, the Di
vine Names. Spirit can send its messages to the heart. It has several 
important servants, including reason, reflection, and conscience.

The individuality, the totality of the person, is the result of the 
relationship of these three. The individuality is generally described by 
seven stages of development, which will be covered in the chapter 
called “The Knowing Heart.” The stage of self-development depends 
on whether one is dominated by the commanding self, at one extreme, 
or the spiritualized heart.

On the Sufi path we work in three realms at once: transforming the 
ego, purifying the heart, and activating spirit. Yet, in a certain sense, 
it is most effective to begin with the heart, which is the midpoint 
between the other two, and the place where they meet.

The heart work begins with the development of presence and re
membrance of God (zikr). Remembrance draws the light of Spirit into 
the heart, from where it is distributed to the psyche as a whole. With 
light and presence in the heart, the compulsions of the commanding 
self can be witnessed and transformed. With presence and the subse
quent opening of the heart, the egocentric aspects of the self (nafs) can 
be transformed into more evolved human qualities.

In the classical texts we find such a strong emphasis on the com
manding self (nafi al-ammara), the compulsive ego, that we may won
der whether this is because the people being addressed by those texts 
were significantly more under the command of the nafs, or are we in 
the same situation today? How much should this “war” with the nah 
be emphasized? Must its every impulse be opposed, as some suggest?

----------------------- - ----------------------------------------------- - ———

This is certainly not the example of Muhammad and the Qur’an, 
which suggest that the self has its rights, so long as these are within 
lawful, moral limits. The lawful pleasures of the earthly life are not 
considered a detriment to our spiritual life as long as we are not en
slaved to them. What we see, however, in the lives of those who have 
been transformed by the grace of God is a growing independence from 
the world of the senses; and yet this is not the result of a deliberate 
asceticism. Muhammad once said, “This world is for me like a tree 
under which a traveler takes shade for a short while.”

One fact that we must take into account, however, is that both the 
spirit and the self, as two opposing elements within human nature, 
want for themselves alone complete control over the heart. Ibn ‘Arabi 
writes:

The conflict between reason and the evil-commanding self is 
caused by their very nature, which induces each of them to 
try to dominate the whole of the human being and to be the 
ruler of it. Even when one of them is able to conquer the 
whole realm, the other still strives to regain what it has lost 
and to repair what has been destroyed.2

2 Ibn ‘Arabi, ‘Divine Governance of the Human Kingdom,” translated by Tosun Bayrak 
(Louisville, Ky.: Fons Vitae, 1997), p. 57.

The manipulativeness of the ego need not take a grossly carnal or 
emotionally negative form; it may exhibit itself as a need for attention 
or praise, or a quite subtle insistence on having its own way. It can 
even take the form of doing spiritual practices from a self-serving mo
tive, or it can permeate our whole being as the inability to step outside 
of our own egocentric viewpoint. The classical advice is that we can 
give to the nafs its due and no more. If we start to compromise on 
small points, we are in danger of being overcome by the egocentric 
self and losing touch with the guidance of the heart and spirit. What 
begins as a small garden snake, however, can become a dragon.Within 
our own culture, the egocentric nafs faces very little opposition except, 
perhaps, the opposition of other egos. The nafs is always in conflict— 
especially with other egos and with other parts of itself—but the
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struggle of nafs with nafs does not usually lead to any positive transfor

mation.
We in our society pride ourselves on the freedom and rights of the 

individual, while relatively little emphasis is placed on responsibility 
to the community and human family, and practically no emphasis 
on our relationship and responsibilities to the Divine Reality. Sufism 
proposes that the attainment of our humanness depends not on our 
following every impulse of the self but on our making a connection 
between ego and Spirit. Ibn ‘Arabi continues:

What can save the human realm from danger is its obedience 
to a beneficent influence that comes from outside. That in
fluence from outside of the human being is the divine princi
ples. It is only when a person is open and ready to accept the 
divine principles that the spirit in him recognizes that its 
influence has the same nature, the same characteristics, as 
itself. Only then may it distance itself from the evil-com
manding ego. When this happens, reason imagines that it 
has found an ally against the ego, and rises against it—and 
the war between them starts.

The two forces fighting to dominate the human being be
come aware of their differences only in their relation to the 
divine principles. Yet viewed from the outside, it is evident 
that one of these forces is aimed at bringing the human being 
to destruction, and the other, to felicity.3

It is not until we begin to oppose the nafs that we see how much 
influence it has and how powerful this influence is. If the nafs is denied 
expression in one way, it can easily change its strategy and satisfy itself 

in another way. For example, we may curb its lust but find that its 
anger increases. Since this battle between the spirit and the self is virtu

ally a battle between equals, the struggle sometimes seems hopeless.

Although God has created His deputy [the human being] 
with the most perfect attributes, He saw that, on his own, he

--------------------------------------—————-——

was nonetheless weak, powerless and in need. God wanted 
His deputy to realize that he would only find strength in the 
help and support of his Sustainer {Rabb}. He created a strong 
opposition for him to provoke this realization. That is the 
secret of the two opposing possibilities for human selfhood.4

In other words this struggle between the two principles of one’s 
nature will only be concluded when a higher power comes into play. 
For this it is necessary to make a call for divine assistance, to realize in 
humility our dependence on God, and, without abandoning the strug
gle with our egocentric compulsions, to pray that these compulsions 
be dissolved. The nafs, however, will typically resist such a call.

As a pure wind blows fire into flames, the fire of the ego 
suffers from the pure divine light. And as the ego feels pain 
from the light, it thinks that the human realm that it governs 
will also be pained by the divine light generated by the spirit. 
Therefore it tries to protect its realm from pain by covering 
it with many veils of unconsciousness, imagination, and de
sires. The spirit, which generates divine light, tries to do the 
same, to protect the human being from the pain of the fire. 
The two adversaries vie to convince the human realm of their 
convictions and impress upon it their beliefs, hoping that it 
will join them and assume either the attributes of fire or the 
attributes of light. Thus the realm would adhere to either 
one or the other, and be subject to it.

This is the sedition, the trouble between the two, the 
cause of these inner wars. If only one of them, instead of just 
looking at itself, would heed the voice always coming from 
outside! It would then indeed see who is truly the cause of 
all this, who is really making each of them do what it does. 
Then it would have found the truth. Then truth and justice 
would be established. Then neither the spirit nor the ego 

would be able to say about the other that there is danger in 
“this” or salvation in “that.”

’Ibid., p. 57. 4 Ibid, pp. 58-59.
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If they were even able to view each other, there would 

have been a chance of peace within the realm of the human 

being. Do you think that the opposition to inner peace is 
only from the evil-commanding ego? If it would just disap

pear, all that is being discussed here would not have existed. 
Indeed it is the source of all conflict. If it would have disap

peared, all would disappear.
This is the secret which the Sustainer opens to some and 

hides from others. The Creator does not have to explain His 
actions, while the created being is created responsible for its 
actions. The proof is in the Sustainer’s words: If the Sustainer 
had so willed, He could have made mankind one people, but 
they will not cease to dispute except those on whom the Sustainer 

has bestowed His mercy [Surah Hud (ii):i8—19].5

“Those on whom the Sustainer has bestowed His mercy” are those 
who have surrendered their selves and been qualified with His own 
beautiful names and attributes. Such a person has seen the egocentric 
qualities transformed with the help of the uplifting agency of the di
vine principles and ways of life. Such a person will have realized in 
herself or himself those qualities that are truly human.

The Knowing Heart

THRESHOLD BETWEEN

TWO WORLDS

NYONE WHO HAS PROBED THE INNER LIFE, WHO HAS SAT 
in silence long enough to experience the stillness of the mind 
behind its apparent noise, is faced with a mystery. Apart from 

all the outer attractions of life in the world, there exists at the center 
of human consciousness something quite satisfying and beautiful in 
itself, a beauty without features. The mystery is not so much that these 
two dimensions exist—an outer world and the mystery of the inner 
world—but that we are suspended between them, as a space in which 
both worlds meet. It is as if the human being is the meeting point, the 
threshold between two worlds. Anyone who has explored this inward
ness to a certain degree will know that it holds a great beauty and 
power. In fact, to be unaware of this mystery of inwardness is to be 

incomplete.
According to the great formulator of Sufi psychology, al-Ghazall:

There is nothing closer to you than yourself. If you don’t 
know yourself, how will you know others? You might say, “I 
know myself,” but you are mistaken.... The only thing you
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know about yourself is your physical appearance. The only 
thing you know about your inside [batin, your unconscious] 
is that when you are hungry you eat, when you are angry, 
you fight, and when you are consumed by passion, you make 
love. In this regard you are equal to any animal. You have to 
seek the reality within yourself. . . . What are you? Where 
have you come from and where are you going? What is your 
role in the world? Why have you been created? Where does 
your happiness lie? If you would like to know yourself, you 
should know that you are created by two things. One is your 
body and your outer appearance (zahir), which you can see 
with your eyes. The other is your inner forces (batin). This is 
the part you cannot see, but you can know with your insight. 
The reality of your existence is in your inwardness (batin, 
unconscious). Everything is a servant of your inward heart.1

1 Al-Ghazali, The Alchemy of Happiness, translated by Claude Field (Armonk, N.Y.: M. E. 
Sharpe, 1991), pp. 5-6.

In Sufism, “knowing” can be arranged in seven stages. These stages 
offer a comprehensive view of the various faculties of knowledge, 
within which the heart makes up the sixth level of knowing:

1. Hearing about something, knowing what it is called. “Someone 
who has learned to play music on a musical instrument is a musi-

• » □an.
2. Knowing through the perception of the senses. “I have seen a 

musician and heard music.”
3. Knowing “about” something. “I have read some books about 

music and musicians.”
4. Knowing through doing or being something. “I studied an instru

ment and became a musician.”
5. Knowing through understanding and being able to apply that 

understanding. “I have mastered my instrument and taught oth
ers to be musicians.”

6. Knowing through the subconscious faculties of the heart. “I play 
more than the notes on the page; I play from my heart.”
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7. Knowing through Spirit alone. This is much more difficult to 
describe, but in the moment when all separation dissolves, there 
is nothing that cannot be known. In such a state one has a kind 
of omniscience at least to the extent that if there is a need and 
one is triggered by the right inquirer, one can access any knowl
edge because one is unified with the Whole.

The outer world of physical existence is perceived through the phys
ical senses, through a nervous system that has been developed by na
ture over millions of years. We can only stand in awe of this body’s 
perceptive ability.

On rhe other hand, the mystery of the inner world is perceived 
through other, even subder senses. It is these “senses” that allow us to 
experience qualities like yearning, hope, and intimacy, or to perceive 
meaning and beauty, and to know our situation in the universe. When 
our awareness is turned away from the physical senses and the field of 
conventional thoughts and emotions, we may find that we can sense 
an inner world of spiritual qualities, independent of the outer world.

Our modern languages lack precision when it comes to naming or 
describing that perceptive capacity which can grasp the qualities of 
this inner world. Perhaps the best word we have for that which can 
grasp the unseen world of qualities is heart. Although this word heart 
is used rather loosely, a look at a dictionary yields these definitions, 
among others: the seat of the emotions and will, the inmost con
science, the vital or most essential part, secret meaning.

In the vocabulary of Sufism, which derives chiefly from the Qur’an 
and the sayings of Muhammad, the heart is not a vague or accidental 
term, but a precise term, rich with meaning. Some hearts are described 
as diseased or hardened, while some are “humble before the unseen. 
One of the axioms of the tradition is expressed in this saying of God: 
“The heavens and the earth cannot contain Me; only the heart of My 
faithful servant can contain Me” (Hadlth Qudsl).

The Sufi is someone who approaches the Divine Reality through 
the heart. The heart is an intelligence beyond intellect, a knowing that 
operates at a subconscious level, and the only human faculty expansive 
enough to embrace the infinite qualities of the universe. Intellect can
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take us only so for; it can think about faith, hope, and love, for in. 
stance, but it cannot entirely experience these qualities. This is the 
function of the heart. The heart is the faculty of knowing that can 
apprehend a qualitative universe.

A UNIVERSE OF QUALITIES

The heart is the perceiver of qualities. If we say, for instance, that a 
certain book has a particular number of pages on a certain subject by 
a particular author, we have described its distinguishing outer charac
teristics. If we say, however, that the book is inspiring, depressing, 
boring, fascinating, profound, trivial, or humorous, we are describing 
qualities. Although qualities seem to be subjective and have their real
ity in an invisible world, they are more essential, more valuable, be
cause they determine our relationship to a thing. Qualities modify 
things. But where are qualities experienced if not within ourselves? 
The significant question is this: Is this inner world of ours completely 
subjective, that is to say, contained within the individual brain? Or are 
qualities, somehow, the objective features of another “world,” another 
state of being?

According to the understanding of Sufism, Reality possesses quali
ties, or attributes. All of material existence manifests these qualities, 
but the qualities exist />rmr to their manifestation in material forms. 
Forms manifest the qualities of an invisible dimension, an “inner 
world.” A cosmic creativity is overflowing with qualities, and these 
qualities eventually manifest as the world of material forms.

The human being, living both in an outer and an inner world, is 
an instrument of that cosmic creativity. The human heart is a kind of 
mirror in which divine qualities and meanings may appear. Those 
qualities are as much within the heart as within the thing that awakens 
those qualities in the heart. The situation is like two mirrors facing 
each other, the heart and the world, while the original reflection comes 
from a third source, the divine source. But choice appears to reside in 
one of these mirrors, the human heart.

We human beings have a capacity to project qualities onto things. 
A cheap, mass-produced teddy bear becomes an object of love because

----- -———————————————— 

it has been lent qualities by the affection of a child’s heart. Things 
lose or gain importance for us as they are qualified by qualities whose 
immediate source is the human heart but whose ultimate source are 
the divine qualities themselves.

This subject may seem abstract and elusive because we are so condi
tioned to attributing qualities to the things and events of the world. 
In so doing, we overlook the fact that everything of true significance 
is happening within us. When a parent loves a child, for instance, the 
parent’s capacity for love is projected upon the child. The love itself is 
a quality that preexists in a greater reality upon which both parent and 
child depend.

Another way of saying it is that we live in a universe of love, and 
we know this through the relationship between our own capacity for 
feeling and the objects of our love.

So far we have proposed that:

1. We live in a universe that is not only material and quantitative 
but qualitative as well, and that the heart is the organ of percep
tion for this qualitative universe. Furthermore,

2. Every quality that the human being recognizes in the world of 
outer appearances is derived first of all from the inner knowing of 
its own heart, which contains a complete sampling of the universe 
of qualities. The divine qualities are primary; the heart is the inte
rior mirror, and the world is the outer mirror that reflects the 
heart’s projections of these divine qualities.

The significant conclusion we can draw from this is that while the 
mirror of the world can reveal to us what the heart itself contains, the 
qualities themselves are contained entirely within the heart. All of 
outer existence is merely a pretext for revealing to us what the heart 

itself encompasses.

PURITY OF HEART

The subtle faculties of the heart are our deepest knowing. That know
ing is frequently veiled, or confused by more superficial levels of the
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mind: by opinions, by desires, by social conditioning, and especially 
by our fears. The mirror of the heart may be obscured by the veils of 
conditioned thought, by the soot of emotions, by the corrosion of 
negative attitudes. In fact we easily confuse the ego’s emotions with 
the feelings of the heart. Typically, in the name of following our 
hearts, we actually follow the desires and fears of the ego. It may also 
be that certain people glorify and celebrate their personal emotions 
and mistake these for the heart, but a highly emotional person
reacting from the limited perspective of the small self—is not necessar
ily a person of heart. One can be quite emotional and yet be out of 
touch with one’s own heart.

The heart may be sensitive or numb, awake or asleep, healthy or 
sick, whole or broken, open or closed. In other words, its perceptive 
ability will depend on its capacity and condition.

Purity of the heart refers to the heart’s overall soundness and health. 
The heart, if it is truly a heart, is in contact with Spirit. Only then can 
it reliably respond to the spiritual qualities that are reflected within 
itself. Traditional teachers agree that one of the consequences of preoc
cupation with “the world and the worldly” is the death of the heart. 
If the heart assumes the qualities of whatever attracts it, its attraction 
to the dense matter of the world results at best in a limited reflection 
of the Divine Reality. At worst, the heart’s involvement with the 
purely physical aspects of existence results in the familiar compulsions 
of ego: sex, wealth, and power.

Sufi wisdom offers cures for an ailing heart.
The first and most important of these is the zikr, the remembrance 

of God. Zikr is a state of conscious presence and invocation of God. 
The purpose of this remembrance is to bring “light” into the heart in 
order that the heart may function as a perceptive organ.

Another is contemplating the meanings of the revealed books of the 
sacred traditions, and the words of the saints, since these perform an 
action upon the heart, removing its illusions, healing its ills, restoring 
its strength.

Another cure for the heart is keeping one’s stomach empty. An 
excess of food hardens the heart. Fasting is the opposite of the subtle 
and not so subtle addictions with which we numb ourselves to the

-------------------------------------- ---------------------------------------------------------- 

experience of heart. When through fasting we expose the heart’s pain 
to ourselves, we become more emotionally vulnerable and honest. 
Only then can the heart be healed.

Keeping a night vigil and prayer before sunrise have been mainstays 
of the Sufis. In these early-morning hours the activity of the world has 
been reduced to its minimum, the psychic atmosphere has become 
still, and we are more able to reach the depths of concentration upon 
our own unconscious.

Finally, keeping company with conscious people can restore faith 
and health to the heart. “The best among you are those who when 
seen remind you of God” (Hadlth). It is only a matter of degree to 
move from the ailing heart to the purified heart. This eventual purifi
cation could be understood to proceed through four primary activities 
or stages:

1. Liberating oneself from psychological distortions and complexes 
that prevent forming a healthy, integrated individuality.

2. Freeing oneself from the slavery to the attractions of the world, 
all of which are secondary reflections of the qualities within the 
heart itself.

3. Transcending the subtlest veil, or illusion, which is the self and 
its selfishness.

4. Centering oneself and all one’s attention in the reality of divine 
Love, which has the power to unify our fragmented being and 
reconnect us with the unified field of all levels of existence.

The first three stages—minimizing our psychological distortions, 
overcoming the slavery of our attractions, and seeing beyond the veil 
of selfishness—prepare us for making our contact with the divine real
ity of Love. Without the power of Love, we can only follow our egos 
and the desires of the world. Without the centering power of Love 
recognized by the heart, we suffer fragmentation, dispersion in the 
multiplicity. To work on transforming the ego from within the ego is

intellect, the emotions into the boundlessness of the heart, this places 
them in a truer context. To view them apart from the heart is to view
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them in a partial or distorted context. Much of our human foolishness 
is the result of our mind and feelings being divorced from our hearts, 
divorced from our love.

When we can center ourselves and our attention in the presence of 
the Divine Reality, we not only become unified within ourselves, we 
recognize our unity with all of Life. This is the unifying function of 
the heart.

OUTER AND INNER

As we begin to sense with the heart that there is a meaningful order 
behind appearances, we may begin to wonder if there is a reason for 
our being embodied in this world. Were we brought into the world 
only in order to escape it? The perspective of Sufism is always one of 
unifying all levels of existence, from the material to the spiritual. If the 
human heart is a space in which the world of the senses and the world 
of inner spiritual qualities meet, in which a spectrum of senses operate, 
then it is possible to function on many levels simultaneously.

In this life, no pleasure is entirely physical or spiritual, outer or 
inner. The most outer, material pleasures would mean nothing if there 
were not some qualities of personal relationship, anticipation, and 
other associations. Likewise, for a living human being, the most spiri
tual pleasure is nevertheless experienced through the mediation of the 
human nervous system. We experience the spiritual qualities as states 
of relaxation, of heart expansion, of coming alive.

The word for heart in Arabic is which literally means “that 
which fluctuates”; the heart expands and contracts and even in its 
purified condition passes through many states.

Ibn ‘Arabi says:

God made the heart the locus of longing to bring actualiza
tion of His reality near to the human being, since there is 
fluctuation in the heart. If this longing were in the rational 
faculty, the person might seem to be in a constant state. But 
since it is in the heart, fluctuation comes upon him always.

--------------------------------------- -----------------------------------------------------------

For the heart is between the two fingers of the Compassion
ate, so its situation is not to remain in a single state.2

The heart experiences constant expansion and contraction, but if 
the heart is awake, it begins to grasp the Divine through the intoxica
tion of expansion and the aridity of contraction. The heart is always 
occupied with some object of longing through which it is coming to 
know the qualities of the spiritual life.

LIVING FROM THE HEART

I have proposed that the heart includes a spectrum of subconscious 
faculties for knowing reality immediately and qualitatively. In other 
words, the heart is intuitive. The heart, however, is obscured, or 
“veiled” from its intuitive knowing by much of our habitual thoughts 
and emotions, and particularly insofar as these are derived from the 
distortions of the false self.

How can we know whether we are following the concealed desire 
of the false self or the guidance of the heart? The ego desires multiplic
ity and suffers the fragmentation caused by the conflicting attractions 
of the world. In the condition we find ourselves, life continually pre
sents us with ambiguous situations.

Reason, which is the wise and skillful use of the conscious mind, 
can be used to clear the mirror of the heart from the distortions of 
compulsion, defensiveness, and illusion. To some extent this is the 
work of a true psychotherapy. But while the effects of past wounds 
can be mitigated by making psychological patterns more conscious, an 
authentic spirituality can awaken the healing qualities contained 
within the heart: humbleness, gratitude, and love.

However, for these qualities to be authentic and spontaneous, and 
not merely the outcome of a moral obligation, it is necessary to estab
lish a rapport with Spirit, the Divine Reality that is the source of these 
qualities, deep within the heart. Spirit, here, can be imagined as a 
nondimensional point contained within the heart.

1 Futuhat al-Makkiya, II 532.30.
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THE MIDPOINT BETWEEN EGO AND SPIRIT

Now we must make a further clarification in our practical understand
ing of the heart. For most people, the ego-self is constructed from and 
identified with the outer world. The ego is our attempt to attain con
trol and security as a separate entity. An extreme example of this is the 
materialistic person who believes only in material existence and seels 
satisfaction through acquisition of things and security through power 
over the material world. If ego is the part of ourselves most identified 
with outer existence, and if in our most inner point we are one with 
Spirit, then the heart with all its subtle faculties is the midpoint be
tween the two. The heart occupies a midpoint between the ego-self 
and God. Like a transformer, the heart receives the energy of the Spirit 
and conveys it to the ego-self, which is transformed through this rela
tionship.

But if the heart is dominated by the demands of the ego-self, the 
heart is, in a sense, dead; it is not a heart at all.

If, on the other hand, the heart orients itself toward Spirit, which 
exists like a nondimensional point within the heart, it discovers within 
itself objective and essential qualities such as faith, hope, patience, 
generosity, humility, and love. To the extent that it is receptive to 
Spirit within, it can receive the qualities of Spirit and distribute these 
according to the capacity of every part of the human being, from 
where these qualities can radiate to the rest of creation.

A person of heart is someone who is primarily concerned with the 
cultivation of qualities and meaning. Such a person can trust in the 
qualitative universe, the beneficent and meaningful order that lies be
hind outer appearances. Such a person, therefore, lives in a different 
reality than the materialist.

The Sufi aspires to live consciously within this boundless heart
space. Another way of saying it is that one lives within a Compassion
ate Universe. Everything that happens, happens within this boundless 
Affection. Even the selfs preoccupations, our petty thoughts and 
emotions, are seen within this context.

The heart is the center of the individual psyche. It is suspended in

The Knowing Heart 79
————————————————————— 

a dynamic tension between the two poles of ego and Spirit. It is 
through the mediation of the heart that the completion of the human 
psyche is attained.

The heart always has an object of love; it is always attracted to some 
sign of beauty. Whatever the heart holds its attention on, it will ac
quire its qualities. Rumi said, “If your thought is a rose, you are the 
rose garden. If your thought is a thorn, you are kindling for the bath 
stove.”3 Being between the attractions of the physical world and the 
ego, on the one hand, and spirit and its qualities on the other, the 
heart is pulled from different sides. But ultimately behind all these 
various attractions lies one great Attractor. Rumi addressed this issue 
in a conversation recorded and presented in Fihi ma fihi (Herein Is 
What Is Herein):

’Rumi, M, II, 278.
4 Rumi, Signs of the Unseen (Fihi ma fthi), translated 
Vt: Threshold Books, 1994), p. 34.

All desires, affections, loves, and fondnesses people have for 
all sorts of things, such as fathers, mothers, friends, the heav
ens and the earth, gardens, pavilions, works, knowledge, 
food, and drink—one should realize that every desire is a 
desire for food, and such things are all “veils.” When one 
passes beyond this world and sees that King without these 
“veils,” then one will realize that all those things were “veils” 
and “coverings” and that what they were seeking was in real
ity one thing. All problems will then be solved. All the heart’s 
questions and difficulties will be answered, and everything 
will become clear. God’s reply is not such that He must an
swer each and every problem individually. With one answer 
all problems are solved.4

There are countless attractions in the world of multiplicity. What
ever we give our attention to, whatever we hold in this space of our 
presence, its qualities will become our qualities. If we give the heart to 
multiplicity, the heart will be fragmented and dispersed. If we give the

by Wheeler Thackston, Jr. (Putney,
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heart to spiritual unity, the heart will be unified. Ultimately what the 
heart desires is unity, in which it finds peace.

7rw/y, in the remembrance of God hearts find rest.

—Quran: Surah Thunder (i3):28

THE SUBTLE ORGANS OF KNOWLEDGE

The Sufi schools have sometimes delineated the subconscious intelli
gence of the heart into various modes of knowing. What are known 
in some schools as the latifas (literally, the subtleties, plural: al-lataif} 
are subtle, subconscious faculties that allow us to know spiritual reali
ties beyond what the senses or intellect can offer. This knowing b 
described as subconscious because the aperture of consciousness is nec
essarily selective and partial. Our spiritual development, however, con
sists in our becoming able to both focus our attention and widen it to 
include these subtle perceptions.

These latifas are developed by carrying the light-energy of the spiri
tual practices of zikr to precise locations in the chest and head in ordfl 
to energize and activate these faculties. It is, of course, impossible to 
exactly define these faculties, although they can be experienced in i 
more or less objective way. The first five are really refinements of ok 
another: Qalb contains ruh, ruh has the inner dimension of sirr (set 
below), and so on. When enough spiritual refinement is realized, it is 
used to transform the self (nafs). Whether we understand these to be 
a literal anatomy of the subtle nervous system or metaphors for out 
spiritual capacities, the seven latifas and their functions are as follows

1. Qalb (heart).5 Through this faculty we begin opening to an innet 
spaciousness. At this stage we purify our emotional life, and we 
come in touch with a sense of essential, objective hope.

2. M (Spirit). With the awakening to ruh, we discover that the 
heart contains a point of contact with the infinite dimension of

5While the qalb is identified as a latifa with its particular location, it also in some sense 

contains the totality of all the following organs of knowledge.

Spirit, the source of all qualities. If we can allow Spirit instead of 
ego to rule our hearts, a new life flows in. At this stage we begin 
to purify ourselves of mental distractions and projections. We dis
solve self-images, our narcissistic fictions. We learn to keep our 
thought processes in alignment with the Divine Reality.

3. Sirr (secret). With the awakening of sirr we begin to discern the 
Real from the illusory. We strengthen our faith and trust in the 
Divine Reality through a more conscious relationship with it. We 
begin to see the Divine Reality more clearly in the multiplicity of 
forms:

4. (hidden). With the discovery of khafi we recognize that 
everything we long for is infinitely close. Infinite possibilities are 
contained within a dimensionless point accessible to us within 
our own heart.

5. Sirr al-asrar (Secret of secrets). With the attainment of the Secret 
of secrets we know ourselves as a reflection of the Divine. We are 
elevated to Unity. The Sufi never claims identity with God; rather 
he or she understands his or her servanthood to be subsumed in 
God.

6. Afa/9 (soul/self). At this stage we bring all of the above qualities 
and capacities “down” into our individuality. We embody Spirit 
more fully and begin to radiate the divine qualities.

7. (Truth). At this stage we are further expanded, realizing our 
identity with all levels of Being, knowing the truth of the 
Quranic statement: Wheresoever you look is the Face of God [Surah 
al-Baqarah (2)1115]. This latlfa could be understood as the final 
perceptual organ of unity and wholeness, the unitive “sense.”

The heart can be understood as the totality of qualitative, subcon
scious faculties, which function in a unified way. Once activated, these 
faculties support and illuminate each other, much as eye-hand coordi
nation is superior to either touch or sight alone. Although these func
tions seem to be separate, they serve a unifying purpose, which is to 
know the unity beyond multiplicity. They are the subtle nervous sys
tem’s means of realizing unity.

The fathoming of the human heart and the disclosure of spiritual
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qualities it contains is the work of all life, art, spirituality. Our purpose 
in life is to know the heart without the veils of our fears, preoccupa
tions, desires, and strategies. A human heart is the hologram of the 
seen and unseen universes, the part that reflects the whole.

The purification of the heart is a comprehensive education that has 
physical, intellectual, psychological, and moral dimensions. And yet 
all this work is more effective if it can proceed within the boundless 
context of the heart.

An essential practice is to bring the thinking mind down into the 
heart, to submerge it in the heart space, and thus to bring reason and 
heart into unity; then, in that state, to allow a deep receptivity to 
infinite spiritual Presence. Through this we establish a relationship 
with the All-Sustaining Presence, which is our ultimate Nature and 
Source.

The heart is that organ of perception which is capable of knowing 
all levels of reality, and of knowing the Whole as well as the parts. It 
may be that what the heart can know is the most a human being can 
know, and that is infinite.

If a wealthy person brings a hundred sacks of gold,
God will only say,
“Bring the Heart, you who are bent double.
If the Heart is pleased with you, I am pleased; 
and if the Heart is opposed to you, I am opposed.
I don’t pay attention to “you”; I look to the heart: 
bring it, poor soul, as a gift to My door!
Its relation to you is also mine:
‘Paradise is at the feet of mothers.’ ”6

7A1-Ghazali, The Alchemy of Happiness, translated by Claude Field (Armonk, N.Y., M. E. 

Sharpe, 1991), pp. 7-8.

The heart is the mother and father and origin of all creatures: 
the one who knows the heart from the skin is blessed.
You will say, “Look, I have brought a heart to You”:
God will respond, “The world is full of these hearts.
Bring the heart that is the axis of the world 
and the soul of the soul of the soul of Adam.”

The Ruler of all hearts is waiting
for a heart filled with light and goodness.

—ROmI, m, v, 881-88

To keep “God” present in our hearts means that “God” will be
come our reality. This Essence will become our essence. This Power 
will become our power. This Wholeness is our wholeness.

The heart can be understood as the center of the unconscious, the 
potential integrative power at our core. In 77^ Alchemy of Happiness, 
al-Ghazall describes the human being in the following metaphor:

The body is like a country. The hands, feet, and various parts 
of the body are like the artisans. Passion is like the tax collec
tor. Anger or rage is like the sheriff. The heart is the king. 
Intellect is the prime minister. Passion, like a tax collector 
using any means, tries to extract everything. Rage and anger 
are severe, harsh and punishing like the police and want to 
destroy or kill. The ruler needs to control not only passion 
and rage, but also the intellect and must keep a balance 
among all these forces. If the intellect becomes dominated 
by passion or anger, the country will be in ruin and the ruler 
will be destroyed.7

The heart is the point at which the individual human being is clos
est to the Divine Reality. Sufi tradition expresses it this way: The heart 
is the throne of the All-Merciful Spirit; when the heart is pure, it is 
guided directly by God. The heart is the center of our motivation and 
our knowing, possessing a depth and strength of will that the personal
ity lacks. The heart may even know what the conscious mind denies. 
When we say that the heart has an integrative power, we are not talk
ing in abstract, metaphorical, or merely intellectual terms. The realiza
tion and purification of the heart both open a doorway to the Infinite 
and also result in a restructuring of neural pathways, a refinement and 
reorganization of our entire nervous system, without which we are not 
completely human.

‘Hadlth.
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There are true promises that make the heart grateful; 
there are false promises, fraught with disquiet.
The promise of the noble is Sterling;
the promise of the unworthy breeds anguish of the soul.
[m, i, 180—81]
Anger and lust make a man squint;
they cloud the spirit so it strays from truth.
When self-interest appears, virtue hides:
a hundred veils rise between the heart and the eye.
[m, I, 333-34]
Companionship with the holy makes you one of them. 
Though you are rock or marble, you will become a jewel 
when you reach the man of heart.
[m, 1, 721-22]

Feed your heart in conversation 
with someone harmonious with it;
seek spiritual advancement from one who is advanced. 
[m, 1, 726]

Your praise of God is a breath
from your body of water and clay.
Make it a bird of Paradise
by breathing into it your heart’s sincerity.
[m, I, 866-67]

Water in the boat is the ruin of the boat, 
but water under the boat is its support.
Since Solomon cast the desire for wealth out of his heart, 
he didn’t call himself by any name but “poor.”
But the stoppered jar, though in rough water, 
floated because of its empty heart.
When the wind of poverty is in anyone, 
she floats in peace on the waters of the world.
[m, 1, 985-88]

The light that shines in the eye 
is really the light of the heart.
The light that fills the heart
is the light of God, which is pure 
and separate from the light of intellect and sense.
[m, 1, 1126-27]

Although your desire tastes sweet, 
doesn’t the Beloved desire you 
to be desireless?
The life of lovers is in death:
you’ll not win the Beloved’s heart 
unless you lose your own.

[m, 1, 1749-51]

The Prophet said that God said,
I am not contained in the container of high and low.
I’m not contained in the earth nor in all the heavens.
But I am contained in the heart of my faithful servant. 
How wonderfill! If you seek Me, seek Me there.

[m, 1, 2653-55]

84
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Fast from thoughts, fast: 
thoughts are like the lion and the wild beasts; 
people’s hearts are the thickets they haunt.

[m, i, 2909]

Someone with a clear and empty heart 
mirrors images of the Invisible. 
He becomes intuitive and certain 
of our innermost thought, 
because the faithful are a mirror for the faithful.

[m, 1, 3146-47]

In the presence of His Glory, 
closely watch your heart 
so your thoughts won’t chain you. 
He sees guilt, opinion, and desire 
as plainly as a hair in pure milk.

[m, 1, 3144-45]

People do works of devotion
and set their hearts on approval, expecting rewards.
It is really a hidden sin.
That which the pious thinks pure
is really foul.

[m, 1, 3384-85]

Everyone is so afraid of death,
but the real Sufis just laugh: 
nothing tyrannizes their hearts.
What strikes the oyster shell doesn’t damage the pearl. 

[m, i, 3495-96]

Surely the heart is the seal of Solomon 
and holds the reins of the senses.
Five external senses are easy for it to manage; 
five internal senses are also under its control.

[m, 1, 3575-76] n

If the heart is restored to health 
and purged of sensuality, 
then the Merciful God is seated on the throne. 
After this, He guides the heart directly, 
since the heart is with Him.

[m, 1,3665-66]

The Sufi’s book is not of ink and letters; 
it is nothing but a heart white as snow. 

[m, 11,159]

Don’t put musk on your body, 
rub it on your heart.
What is musk?
The holy name of the glorious God.

[m, 11, 267]

On the back of the donkey 
are the goods and the money; 
but the pearl of your heart 
is the investment that supports 
a hundred donkeys.
[m, 11, 726]

The heart eats a particular food from every companion; 
the heart receives a particular nourishment 
from every single piece of knowledge.
[m, 11, 1089]

The unsuspecting child first wipes the tablet 
and then writes the letters on it.
God turns the heart into blood and desperate tears; 
then He writes the spiritual mysteries on it.
[m, 11, 1826-27]

Through the window between heart and heart 
flashes the light that tells truth from lie.

[m, 11, 2462]
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The troubled heart finds no comfort in lies:
water and oil kindle no light.
Only truthfill speech brings comfort:
truths are the bait that attract the heart.

[m, ii, 2735-36]

When the heart becomes whole,
it will know the flavors of falsehood and truth.
When Adam’s greed for the forbidden fruit increased, 
it robbed his heart of health.
Discernment flies from one who is drunken with desire.
He who puts down that cup,
light enters his inner eye,
and the secret is revealed.

[m, 11, 2738-43]

Fools honor the mosque
yet seek to destroy those in whose heart God lives.
That mosque is of the world of things;
this heart is real.
The true mosque is nothing but the heart of spiritual kings. 
The real mosque that is the inner awareness of the saints 
is the place of worship for all: God is there.

[m, 11, 3108-11]

The Prophet said, “My eyes sleep,
but my heart is not asleep to the Lord of creating beings. 
Your eyes are awake, and your heart is sunk in sleep; 
my eyes are asleep,
but my heart is contemplating the opening 
of the door of divine grace.
My heart has five other senses than the physical: 
both worlds are the theater
for the senses of the heart.”

[m, ii, 3549-51]

Themes for Contemplation
--------------------------------------—————-—

Everyone can distinguish mercy from wrath, 
whether he is wise or ignorant or corrupt, 
but a mercy hidden in wrath, 
or wrath hidden in the heart of mercy, 
can only be recognized by one whose heart 
contains a spiritual touchstone.

[m, iii, 1506-08]

0 heart, you will be regarded with favor by God
at the moment when, like a part, you move toward your Whole.

[m, iii, 2243]

Come, seek, for search is the foundation of fortune: 
every success depends upon focusing the heart.
Unconcerned with the business of the world, 
keep saying with all your soul, “Coo, Coo,”1 like the dove. 
Consider this well, O you whom worldliness veils: 
God has linked our invocation to the promise,

1 Ku, Ku means “Where, where” in Persian.

“I will answer.”
When weakness is cleared from your heart, 
your prayer will reach the glorious Lord.

[m, in, 2302-05]

The intelligent person sees with the heart 
the result from the beginning;
the one lacking in knowledge 
only discovers it at the end.

[m, iii, 3372]

That which God said to the rose,
and caused it to laugh in frill-blown beauty,
He said to my heart,
and made it a hundred times more beautiful.

[m, iii, 4129]
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Surely there is a window from heart to heart: 
they are not separate and far from each other.
Though two earthenware lamps are not joined, 
their light mingles.
No lover seeks union without the beloved’s seeking; 
but the love of lovers makes the body thin as a bowstring, 
while the love of loved ones makes them shapely and pleasing.
When the lightning of love for the Beloved 
has shot into this heart, know that there is love in that heart.
When love for God has been doubled in your heart, 
there is no doubt that God has love for you.

[m, hi, 4391-96]

Your resolutions and purposes now and then are fulfilled 
so that through hope your heart might form another intention 
that He might once again destroy.
For if He were to keep you completely from success,
you would despair: how would the seed of expectation be sown? 
If your heart did not sow that seed, 
and then encounter barrenness,
how would it recognize its submission to Divine Will? 
By their failures lovers are made aware of their Lord.
Lack of success is the guide to Paradise:
Pay attention to the tradition
“Paradise is encompassed with pain.”

[m, iii, 4462-67]

The bird tempted by the bait may still be on the roof, 
but with wings outspread, 
it is already imprisoned in the trap.
If with all its soul it has given its heart to the bait, 
consider it caught, even though it may still 
appear to be free.
Consider the looks it gives to the bait to be 
the knots it is tying on its own legs.

The bait says, “You may be stealing looks away from me,
but know that I am stealing patience and constancy away from you.” 

[m, iv, 620-23]

God has given you the polishing instrument, Reason, 
so that by means of it the surface of the heart 
may be made resplendent.

(m, iv, 2475]

Listen, my heart,
don’t be deceived by every intoxication:
Jesus is intoxicated with God,
the ass is intoxicated with barley.

[m, iv, 2691]

The greed of hunting makes one oblivious to being a prey: 
the hunter tries to win hearts, though he has lost his own.
Don’t be inferior to a bird in your seeking:
for even a sparrow sees what is before and behind.

When the bird approaches the bait,
at that moment it turns its head several times to the rear and the front, 
as if to say, “Is there a hunter somewhere near,
Should I be careful? Should I touch this food?”

[m, v, 752-55]

The Prophet said,
“God doesn’t pay attention to your outer form: 
so in your improvising, seek the owner of the Heart.” 
God says, “I regard you through the owner of the Heart, 
not because of prostrations in prayer 
or the giving of wealth in charity”2

2 Hadlth Qudsi.

... The owner of the Heart becomes a six-faced mirror: 
through which God looks out upon all the six directions.

[m, v, 869-70; 874]
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Strip the raiment of pride from your body:
in learning, put on the garment of humility.
Soul receives from soul the knowledge of humility, 
not from books or speech.
Though mysteries of spiritual poverty are 
within the seeker’s heart,
she doesn’t yet possess knowledge of those mysteries.
Let her wait until her heart expands and fills with Light:
God said, “Did We not expand your breast. . . ?3
For We have put illumination there,
We have put the expansion into your heart.”
When you are a source of milk, why are you milking another?
An endless fountain of milk is within you:
why are you seeking milk with a pail?
You are a lake with a channel to the Sea:
be ashamed to seek water from a pool;
For did We not expand. . . ? Again, don’t you possess the expansion? 
Why are you going about like a beggar?
Contemplate the expansion of the heart within you.
[m, v, 1061; 1064—71]
To follow one’s own desires is to flee from God 
and to spill the blood of spirituality 
in the presence of His justice.
This world is a trap, and desire is its bait:
escape the traps and quickly
turn your face toward God.

When you have followed this Way, 
you have enjoyed a hundred blessings.
When you have gone the opposite way, you have fared ill-

So the Prophet said, “Consult your own hearts, 
even though the religious judge 
advises you about worldly affairs.”

Abandon desire, and so reveal His Mercy:
you’ve learned by experience
the sacrifice He requires.

Since you can’t escape, be His servant, 
and go from His prison into His rose garden.
When you continually keep watch over
your thoughts and actions,
you are always seeing the Justice and the Judge, 
though heedlessness may shut your eyes, 
still, that doesn’t stop the sun from shining.

[m, vi, 377-84]

Should Love’s heart rejoice unless I burn?
For my heart is Love’s dwelling.
If You will burn Your house, burn it, Love!
Who will say, “It’s not allowed”?
Burn this house thoroughly!
The lover’s house improves with fire.
From now on I will make burning my aim, 
for I am like the candle: burning only makes me brighter. 
Abandon sleep tonight; traverse for one night 
the region of the sleepless.
Look upon these lovers who have become distraught 
and, like moths, have died in union with the One Beloved. 
Look upon this ship of God’s creatures 
and see how it is sunk in Love.

[m, vi, 617-23]

Though you read a hundred volumes without a pause, 
you won’t remember a single point
without the Divine decree;
but if you serve God and read not a single book, 
you’ll learn rare sciences within your own heart.

[m, Vi, 1931-32-]

’Surah ash-Sharh (94):!.
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Abandon eminence and worldly energy and skill:
what matters is service to God
and a good heart.

[m, vi, 2500]

The Seal of the Prophets, Muhammad, has related the saying 
of the everlasting and eternal Lord:
“I am not contained in the heavens or in the void
or in the exalted intelligences and souls;
but I am contained, as a guest,
in the true believer’s heart,4
without qualification or definition or description,
so that by the mediation of that heart 
everything above and below may win from Me 
abilities and gifts.
Without such a mirror neither earth nor time 
could bear the vision of My beauty.
I caused the steed of My mercy to gallop 
over the two worlds.
I fashioned a spacious mirror.” 
From this mirror appear at every moment 
fifty spiritual wedding-feasts: 
pay attention to the mirror, 
but don’t ask me to describe it.

[m, vi, 3071-77]

Listen, open a window to God 
and begin to delight yourself 
by gazing upon Him through the opening.
The business of love is to make that window in the heart, 
for the breast is illumined by the beauty of the Beloved. 
Gaze incessantly on the face of the Beloved!
Listen, this is in your power, my friend!

[m, vi, 3095-97]

——————------

0 sea of bliss, O You who have stored
transcendental forms of consciousness in the heedless,
You have stored a wakefulness in sleep;
You have fastened dominion over the heart
to the state of one who has lost his heart.
You conceal riches in the lowliness of poverty;
You fasten the necklace of wealth to poverty’s iron collar.

[m, vi, 3567-68]

Hadlth Qudsl.
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Radical Remembrance

F
or the Sufi, the remembrance of God always and 
everywhere is the aim of existence. But Who or What is God, 
and what is “remembering”?

Is human language capable of expressing, or at least pointing 
toward, the reality of this word God? Some people—especially those 
who prefer a purely existential or scientific worldview—become dis
turbed when this word is used. Others become complacent and self- 
righteous. Perhaps it is better to be somewhat disturbed by the idea of 
God, especially if the disturbance causes us to crack the shell of our 
fixed concepts. Whatever God is, God is not one of our fixed concepts.

One cannot be a human being and not wonder about the real sig
nificance of being an individual, a person with self-awareness. Each of 
us has a flame of consciousness at our core. What is the nature of this 
flame, and what kindled it within us? This consciousness is the most 
startling fact of our existence, and at the same time it is most often 
taken for granted.

It is said in our tradition: “You are God’s secret. And God is your 
secret.” To the gnostic, God is to be known through the flame of 
consciousness. To remember God is to be aware of that flame of con
sciousness. But we can only be aware of that flame through that flame. 
This is the paradox in which duality dissolves.

The flame of consciousness exists in us because consciousness per
meates the universe. But the word consciousness implies something 
mental, abstract, almost impersonal. What if that flame is not only a 
flame of consciousness but also a flame of infinite qualities? What if 
fire not only contained heat and light, but love, creative power, and 
infinite intelligence?

What then if the human being could become aware of this inner 
flame as a spark of infinite creativity and love? What if the activation 
of our essential human qualities depended on our awareness of a spiri
tual connection to the Source of Life? This is the central premise of 
our work. Is this religion? Is this psychology? Is this art? Is this just 
common sense? Is it called becoming a complete human being? It 
doesn’t matter.

Remember Allah, as He has guided you.

—Surah al-Baqarah (2):i98

This deceptively simple statement enjoins us to remember and sug
gests that we have been “guided” to this remembrance by God. Re
membrance is a translation of the Arabic word zikr, which has a 
number of meanings, including “mentioning” and “remembering.” 
Remember can be traced back to Middle English and Old French and 
comes from the Latin rememorari. To remember, however, is not sim
ply the calling up of something from the past, but a calling to mind, 
a state of retaining something in one’s awareness. We are reminded to 
remember by the One who instilled remembrance in us. This Qur’anic 
verse, this is a thin veil over the oneness of Being: our remember
ing is His remembering.

For the Sufi this remembrance has an essential nature beyond 
forms, which can be practiced anywhere and anytime.

And remembrance is the greatest.
And God knows all that you do.

—Surah al-‘Ankabut (29)145
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Remember can be traced back to Middle English and Old French and 
comes from the Latin rememorari. To remember, however, is not sim
ply the calling up of something from the past, but a calling to mind, 
a state of retaining something in one’s awareness. We are reminded to 
remember by the One who instilled remembrance in us. This Qur’anic 
verse, this is a thin veil over the oneness of Being: our remember
ing is His remembering.
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guided” to this remembrance by God. Tte-
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REMEMBRANCE THROUGH THE NAMES OF GOD

Zikr has its specific forms, or exercises, which lead to experiences on 
different levels within our own being. Al-Ghazall, one of the greatest 
formulators and interpreters of Sufism, gave these instructions regard
ing the practice of remembrance:

Let your heart be in such a state that the existence or nonex-
istence of anything is the same—that is, let there be no di
chotomy of positive and negative. Then sit alone in a quiet 
place, free of any task or preoccupation, be it the reciting of 
the Qur’an, thinking about its meaning, concern over the 
dictates of religion, or what you have read in books—let 
nothing besides God enter the mind. Once you are seated in 
this manner, start to pronounce with your tongue, “Allah,
Allah,” keeping your thought on it.

Practice this continuously and without interruption; you 
will reach a point when the motion of the tongue will cease, 
and it will appear as if the word just flows from it spontane
ously. You go on in this way until every trace of the tongue 
movement disappears while the heart registers the thought

or idea of the word.

--------------------------------------- ’OoGx------------------------------ ----------

tendy, like flashes of lightning, it will come and go. Some
times when it comes back, it may stay longer than other 
times. Sometimes it may stay only briefly.1

I

The method of attaining the “Truth” begins with this simple and 
Deautifiil practice of repeating “Allah,” the essential name of God. Just 
by moving the tongue with a certain intention and presence of mind, 
we are taken into the reality of the Name until “only the palpable 
essence or reality of the name will remain, binding itself ineluctably to 
the heart.” Through this simple process, the remembrance is trans
ferred from the tongue to the mind, from the mind to the feelings and 
the deeper levels of the personality, until its reality is established in the 
core of the human being.

More and more, remembrance begins to fill one’s life. Instead of 
the usual inner dialogues, commentaries, judgments, and opinions 
that make up the majority of people’s inner life, we may begin to 
experience the breath and rhythm of remembrance. The divine names 
are seen to be alive, animate, spiritually prolific—much more real than 
the repetitive scripts of our superficial personality.

This path requires no exceptional leap of faith, no abandonment of 
reason, no complex theology or intellectual attainment. The simple, 
mindful invocation of God’s essential name will take us to the reality 
of what is being remembered.

As you continue with the invocation, there will come a 
time when the word will leave the heart completely. Only 
the palpable essence or reality of the name will remain, bind

ing itself ineluctably to the heart.
Up to this point everything will have been dependent on 

your own conscious will; the divine bliss and enlightenment 
that may follow have nothing to do with your conscious will 
or choice. What you have done so far is to open the window, 
as it were. You have laid yourself exposed to what God may 
breathe upon you, as He has done upon His prophets and 

saints.

REMEMBRANCE OF THE HEART

The remembrance that begins with the tongue can guide us to the 
remembrance of the heart. Perhaps it is evidence of the divine generos
ity that what begins with the simple repetition of a word could lead to 
the Secret of secrets, the innermost core of the heart. The repetition 
of the word Allah focuses our thought on God. The rhythm of remem
brance inevitably affects brainwaves, and the superficial layers of the 
mind are calmed. In this transparent stillness of the superficial mind, 

a deeper level of mind becomes revealed. It is that deeper level of

If you follow what is said above, you can be sure that the 
light of Truth will dawn upon your heart. At first intermit- ‘Al-Ghazali, The Alchemy of Happiness.
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mind, called heart, which is capable of perceiving “something” that j 
apparent neither to the intellect nor to the senses. It seems as if becom
ing aware of this “something” has the effect of clarifying the mind, 
harmonizing the emotions, enhancing the senses, and bringing peace 
to the heart.

Truly, in the remembrance of God hearts find rest.

—Surah al-Mu’minun (23):28

And contain yourself patiently at the side of all who invoke their 
Sustainer, mornings and evenings, seeking His face, nor allow 
your eyes to go beyond them in search of the attractions of this 
world’s life, and pay no attention to any whose heart We have 
made unaware of all remembrance of Us because he had always 
followed his own desires, abandoning all that is just and true. 
[Surah al-Kahf (i8):28]

Westerners who are familiar with various spiritual paths may ask, 
“What is the difference between zikr and meditation?” If by medita
tion is meant that refined “listening within,” the activation of a pres
ence capable of witnessing inner and outer events without becoming 
absorbed in them, then there is much in common. We can, however, 
distinguish zikr from the more superficial techniques of concentration. 
Remembrance is more than an exercise performed for individual pur
poses such as attaining calmness, clarity, or relaxation. While zikr must 
include that state of concentration, it is more than that. Remembrance 
of God is establishing a relationship with infinite Being, which is both 
nearer to us than ourselves and, at the same time, greater than any
thing we can conceive. It is also experienced as loving and being loved 
by Love.

I once received a letter from a person who was in the midst of 
years of intensive practice within what he described as a “nontheistic 
tradition.” During a three-year solitary retreat he began to practice a 
Sufi zikr using the name Allah. He described how in all his years of 
spiritual practice, and despite the many benefits of his practice, his 
heart had not found rest. “Perhaps there is something in approaching

————————--

a God who can be named. My heart, for the first time, has found rest.” 
Little did he know that he was quoting the Qur’an almost verbatim. Is 
his experience valid, or is it merely settling for some lesser satisfaction? 
Our understanding of remembrance is that the Divine has the quali
ties of indefinable transcendence, as the nontheistic approaches em
phasize, and at the same time the Divine has a personal, intimate 
aspect, which is experienced as profound relationship.

While the invocation of the names or attributes of God is a primary 
practice, this remembrance can and should permeate the entire range 
of human capacities and activities. The Qur’an commends those who 
remember God standing, sitting, and lying on their sides [Surah al-Tmran 
(3)1191), meaning under every possible circumstance. Every cell of the 
body longs to be in this state of remembrance. Sufism has many prac
tices that allow remembrance to be incorporated at the bodily level: 
the standing, bowing, and prostration of the ritual prayer, salah', the 
whirling ceremony of the Mevlevi dervishes; the movements of the 
group zikrs of various Sufi orders.

REMEMBRANCE THROUGH REFLECTING UPON ONENESS

Remembrance also consists of the mental and emotional recognition 
that everything is a manifestation of a single Source. Allah is the One
ness, and all of manifest existence reflects the qualities and will of 
Allah, the life and being of Allah. As we see the budding of flowers in 
spring, we recognize al-Khaliq, the Creator, or al-Latlf, the Subtle, and 
al-Musawwir, the Bestower of Form. When we see the power of a 
great storm or an earthquake, we recognize and remember al-‘AzIz, the 
Mighty, and al-Jabbar, the Compeller. When we view the incredible 
balance within the ecology of nature, we may recognize ar-Razzaq, the 
Provider, and al-Wahhab, the Bestower, and al-Muhyl, the Giver of 

Life, and as-Sabur, the Patient.

REMEMBRANCE THROUGH PRAISE

As we deepen in recognizing the attributes, we may be led more and 
more to a sense of awe and to spontaneous appreciation and thankful-
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ness for the invisible order that manifests existence. As it is said in the 
Qur’an, Wheresoever you look is the Face of God [Surah al-Baqarah 
(2):ii5). The one who remembers God acquires a sensitivity to the 
manifest world as well as a sense of the numinous dimensions of exis
tence. More and more the traditional religious terminology of “praise" 
and “glorification” may correspond to the reality we are experiencing. 
We may be led to experiences of such power and beauty that our 
everyday remembrance may be colored by the memory of these events 
as well. We may wish to remember the intensity of those experiences 
in which the veils between the earthly and the Divine became very 
thin.

REMEMBRANCE THROUGH MORAL SENSITIVITY

Another aspect of remembrance that must be included is the need for 
an ethical/moral sensitivity. The Sufi—and that is to say Islamic— 
conception of Allah also includes a sense of the laws of cause and 
effect. Since we as individuals are integral to the wholeness of this 
reality, everything we do has its effect within the whole. This realiza
tion demands more self-awareness, more sensitivity regarding the ef
fects and consequences of one’s own actions, feelings, and thoughts. 
With this new sensitivity, conscience awakens, and one’s personality 
and relationships are refined. One may begin to walk more gently on 
the earth. What began as a mental repetition deepened into a more 
continuous awareness of the whole field of existence permeated by 
moral and spiritual presence.

REMEMBRANCE THROUGH SURRENDER AND UNION

Who can say where this remembrance ends? There are states of pure 
contemplative presence in which Spirit itself becomes the most satisfy
ing experience imaginable and one is freed of all other concerns. 
Through this experience Love increases, and the surrender of the iso
lated individual will becomes possible. God says in the Qur’an:

Remember Me and I will remember you.

—Surah al-Baqarah (2):k2

The Sufi comes to know that this statement is not a statement in 
linear time, not an if-then proposition. Intention, effort, and persever
ance are essential, and at the same time, when the human being re
members God, it is really the action of God.

Ultimately one merges into the Divine Presence just as individual 
stars disappear in the light of the sun.

A nd remembrance is the greatest.

—Surah al-‘Ankabut (29):45
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The Transparent Self

I
N LIGHT OF THE MODEL OF INDIVIDUALITY DESCRIBED EAR- 
lier, we might reflect on what kind of being comes into existence 
when the “self’ has come into relationship with “Spirit” through 
the mediation of the heart. Without the mediation of the heart, the 

individuality is dominated by a socially constructed and conditioned 
persona, the false self. The preoccupation with the false self is a funda
mental characteristic of our modern Western culture. It is so pervasive 
that it requires a long reconditioning and reeducation to overcome our 
enslavement to this persona.

There are two very different approaches to happiness, fulfillment, 
and well-being: self-absorption and self-transcendence. The one that 
dominates in our materialistic, consumer society is, of course, self
absorption. The security, pleasure, and status of the self are the pri
mary intentions behind all activities. This attitude is not limited only 
to the desires and ambitions of the world; it may also affect, and even 
infect, one’s assumptions about “spiritual development.”

We might even ask ourselves: “To what extent is my approach to 
the spiritual path a preoccupation with myself, and to what extent is it 
a self-transcending openness to Being?” To visualize this more clearly, 
imagine yourself represented by a colored silhouette against a back
ground. How much of your energy and attention is focused on the 
silhouette, how much on the relationship between the silhouette and 
the background, and how much on the background?

—————————----------------------------------------------

For many people the silhouette itself is all-important. “You” are 
Number One in “your” universe. Your states of consciousness and 
your self-development are the primary focus; meanwhile, the back
ground may represent anything that is not the self: the outer world, 
which can oppose you, distract you, or offer you fulfillment. This is 
quite a common approach to spirituality in our society.

There is another approach, which suggests that only the back
ground, the Divine Being, is real, and everything the silhouette repre
sents is unreal. The ego silhouette must die or be “annihilated.” This 
understanding is characteristic of certain extreme forms of spirituality.

The approach of Sufism is that the background is infinitely compas
sionate, meaningful, conscious, and loving, and that the “ego silhou
ette” needs to find its proper relationship to this “background.” The 
self can open to a new relationship with Being; it can fall in love with 
the background, the Ground of Being, and a kind of dance begins 
between the foreground of self and the background of compassionate 
Being. Without this relationship to the ground of Being, the self is 
living a painfid, loveless existence, cut off from the Wisdom-love that 
can guide and inform its earthly journey.

Gradually, in the humility of presence, in the transparency of self, 
the colors of the background and the foreground become One. More
over, it often happens that the background and the foreground seem 
to shift in playfid ways. The lover disappears in the Beloved, and the 
Beloved disappears in the lover. The self gives up its illusion of control; 
it begins to recognize the synchronicities and meaningfill patterns that 
occur; it begins to sense that our lives are an expression of hidden yet 
meaningfid and benevolent forces, that there is a transpersonal aspect 
to reality, an intelligent and compassionate field of activity of which 
we are a part. The self begins to understand the importance and reality 
of worship: a loving and respectful relationship to the Divine Being. 
It begins to understand prayer as a dialogue with Being. It begins to 
remember this Being as the most significant attribute of existence. It 
begins to fall in love with God. The discipline of building up the self 
is not the same as the discipline of making the self transparent. Both 
require the methodical pursuit of a goal, but one may lead to various 
forms of imprisonment and the other may lead to freedom. True hu-
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mility develops out of a presence that is in relationship with the 
ground of Being. Presence is our capacity to be whole in the moment, 
in alignment with our deepest wisdom, with Being itself. Presence is a 
transcendent awareness and a capacity for wholeness that can grow to 
include more and more. It could also be described as a magnetic power 
that gathers and harmonizes all our parts and functions—including 
thought, feeling, intuition, and behavior. With presence all of these 
functions work together in a balanced and harmonious way. Without 
presence we feel one thing, think another, and perhaps say neither. 
We live a fragmented existence in which actions, thoughts, and feel
ings often conflict and in which there is no human being present. I 
would suggest that at least 99 percent of us know this state, and yer 
our capacity for presence is quite limited; it may be that we do not 
value it enough for it to really establish itself in our lives.

Humility is a condition of the transparent self. Humility is not 
necessarily considering ourselves less important or valuable than other 
people. It is not a lack of self-esteem; nor is it a form of modest behav
ior, and it is not the result of humiliation.

Humility is the right attitude of the finite to the Infinite, the condi
tioned to the Unconditioned, the part to the Whole. Humility is our 
awareness of our dependence on something greater than ourselves, and 
our interdependence with our fellow human beings and all of life. 
Establishing the right relationship between the individual human per
sonality and the infinite, unconditioned Whole may be the central 
question of both spirituality and transpersonal psychology. What is 
the tnww in transpersonal?

The dominant themes of transpersonal psychology—work on self- 
esteem, creative visualization, affirmation, intuition, and awareness of 
archetypes—may be useful, but is this work necessarily or essentially 
transpersonal if it all proceeds from that self which exists in separation? 
Is the transpersonal another ingredient in the recipe for self-esteem 
and success, or is it something that we surrender to and serve, to which 
we totally belong?

We have taken the individual human personality as the primary 
unit of reality, and this leads to profound failure and disillusionment. 
This is the central problem of our existence. Our American culture on
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the whole, and the so-called New Age movement in particular, shows 
many signs of being still immature and naive in relation to this central 
question. If we look at the offerings of any New Age center, we will 
see that most of them are aimed at helping us to receive consolation 
and relief from stress through mystical pacifiers; or to be more empow
ered and effective in attaining our goals, or to be more attractive and 
interesting people, or to attain greater control through a magical 
knowledge. Many of these offerings can be divided into three catego
ries: Band-Aids for the wounded (self-esteem seminars, meditation for 
stress-relief); tools for do-it-yourself reality builders (affirmations, cre
ative visualizations); narcotics for the spiritually addicted (ecstatic 
techniques, recreational tantra, pampering the body).

In recent decades we have used the word holistic, thinking that it 
merely means eating whole foods, or integrating stress reduction tech
niques and bodywork into psychotherapy. Or we may think of holistic 
as not separating the bran from the kernel of the grain; or not separating 
the mind from the body, or the individual from nature. But there is a 
much more comprehensive wholeness, which is seeing the individual as 
integral to the wholeness of Being. What if we could recognize that 
there is a continuity between the core of individual consciousness and 
all levels of Being? This is such an immense idea and yet so basic that it 
is hard to grasp with the mind; but let us try to bring it to earth.

What are the means to overcome this separation, this false reality in 
which we view the individual as a separate unit of reality, somehow 
alone and yet conscious within a vast, material existence? The central 
question could be put in various ways: What do we do with individual 
human consciousness? Should we develop the ego or annihilate it? 
What is the right relation of the individual self with the wider reality? 
What are the proper and real boundaries of the self? A spiritual psy
chology is, above all, a psychology concerned with qualities and values. 
How can we bring spiritual qualities and values into action? How 
could we reframe this theme in a truly holistic, transpersonal context?

Wtfers defines value first as the price or worth in a monetary 
sense. Only after we get to definitions number six and seven in the list 
do we begin to get to the meanings we are looking for: “that quality 
of a thing by which it is thought of as being more or less desirable
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useful, estimable, important; its degree of worth; that which is worthy 
for its own sake.” Values are the important, desirable, and estimable 
qualities, worthy for their own sake. In short, values are qualities that 
are essentially good.

If we were existentialists we might say that the universe is absurd, 
and yet we human beings might, nevertheless, choose certain values to 
live by. From the transpersonal Sufi perspective, however, I think most 
of us would agree that these values are not just fabricated by individual • 
brains as a desperate attempt to establish some meaning and order. 
Rather they are essential attributes of reality. Reality is fundamentally 
beneficent. Even if there is pain and suffering, the beneficence has 
precedence and is revealed all the more clearly through the hazards of 
this unpredictable existence.

The qualities of compassion, generosity, wisdom, justice, beauty, 
and glory are inherent in our universe. We find them reflected in our 
own beings, and we also find that if we work on ourselves, if we polish 
our own hearts, we become more capable of reflecting these qualities.

It is important to consider that we do not originate or create these 
qualities; we reflect them. In and of ourselves we do not have the 
intelligence or creativity to invent wisdom or love. We can only dis
cover them as they are revealed to us; then we can reflect them in this 
existence. From one perspective all these qualities exist in the invisible, 
transpersonal treasury of Being. It is we who bring them into existence 
and manifestation by removing the obstacles presented by the false 
self.

One of the first principles of this model of the self as reflector is that 
we attribute nothing to ourselves except the limitations we impose on 
expression. We take responsibility for our limited capacity to reflea 
the qualities of Being, and we allow this recognition to motivate us 
toward polishing our hearts, developing our nervous system, awaken
ing all our faculties to reflect more. The greatest limitation on our 
ability to reflect is the false self, the superficial identity, which is, after 
all, the result of conditioning. The false self is a role, an artificial self-

representations in a representational world. We have lived as a fictional 
self in a fictional world, oblivious to the Beneficent Reality.

Here we begin to see practically how we ourselves are resistant to 
the expression of those qualities. Our own habits of relationship, our 
fears, our lack of trust in the beneficence of Life cause restriction and 
contraction.

There is no higher purpose other than the recognition of our own 
relative nonexistence in relation to the Whole. At this level the One
ness becomes our only wish. We learn to approach a state of positive, 
functional nonexistence. What would this state of positive nonexis
tence look like? The state of positive, functional nonexistence is the 
state of living from our essential Self, manifesting through an individ
ual personality but not dominated by the role it plays, by its personal 
likes and dislikes, by the conditioning and customs of its culture. In 
contrast, the false self lives in fear and lies, hating to have these ex
posed, desperately defending its artificial self-image.

The essential Self is fundamentally invulnerable and at ease, because 
it is anchored in Being. This anchoring at the core of oneself allows 
the personality to be much more vulnerable, open, honest. If the es
sential Self adopts a provisional or social identity—which may be nec
essary for certain reasons—it does not take it too seriously, does not 
become completely identified with it. The essential Self does not be
come inflated with its identity; it lives in the humility of presence and 
can keep a sense of humor about itself.

Once Rsbi’a, a tenth-century Sufi saint, had nothing to eat in her 
house, and she was standing at her door with an empty pot. For a 
moment she wished she had an onion. Just then a bird flew over and 
dropped an onion from its mouth into Rabfa’s pot. Rabi‘a looked at 
the onion and looked again at the sky, smiled, and said, “But don t 
expect me to believe the Almighty is a mere onion vendor.” The hu
mility of presence opens us to our own essential Self and its essence 
qualities. Humility is our connection with our own fundamental 
Being, which has certain qualities:

image, a package of received ideas, opinions, illusions, desires; whims, 
self-justifications, insecurities. We have an unreal personality that is 
living our life for us. Too often we have been living as mere self-

Acceptance of what is, rather than complaints of “poor me” 
“Why me?”

or
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Openness, rather than preoccupation with “me.”
Gratefulness, rather than resentment for what has happened to 

«t »me.
Generosity, rather than possessiveness.
Modesty, rather than the self-importance of “me.” 
Forgiveness, rather than blame of others or ourselves. 
Trust, rather than insecurity and doubt.

One way this process of transformation can be described is in terms 
of the changes of state from solid to liquid to gas. The compulsive
obsessive self is like ice—hard, separate, and alone. The balanced self 
is more like water, fluid, able to merge with others and flow, able to 
dissolve and even purify the negativity of life. The higher stages are 
more like the molecular state of a fragrance—very subtle, penetrating, 
not nearly as limited in space or time. We can visualize the self as 
something that can become ever more subtle, refined, spacious, pene
trating. The more we spiritualize our animal qualities and bring them 
into service, the more we tame “the beast” with love, the more we 
attain wholeness, and the more that natural self can be the instrument 
of real values, which are transpersonal or spiritual in nature.

THE SEVEN LEVELS OF THE SELF (NAFS)

The Sufi tradition has generally understood the transformation of the 
human being in seven stages. Previously we described a model of the 
self consisting of an interplay of three aspects of individuality: self, 
heart, and Spirit. In the healthy, spiritual state the self is in relation
ship to the heart, which is in deep spontaneous communication with 
Spirit. Our individuality is the synthesis of two aspects of our being: 
self and Spirit. We could also call these the natural (or animal) self, on 
the one hand, and the transpersonal (or spiritual) Self, on the other. 
The animal self is not necessarily evil, but it lacks self-awareness and 
self-control. It is motivated primarily by instinct and desire. The spiri
tual self, on the other hand, can supply consciousness, higher reason, 
wisdom, and guidance. The synthesis of these two forces, as I said, is 
the individuality.

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Now, the individuality can be described on a scale of seven stages, 
which in English could be named as follows.

1. The compulsive-obsessive self, nafi al-ammdra, is totally domi
nated by its desires and instincts. There is almost no separation be
tween desire and action. One is under the command {ammdra} of 
one’s compulsions. The nafs al-ammara may convince us that it is 
acting in our interest, but the evidence is otherwise. Through its cha
otic desires it leads further from Reality even while it exercises a tyr
anny over the heart. The quality that must be awakened at this stage 
is repentance, or remorse of conscience.

2. The blaming self, al-lawwama, is aware of the need to con
trol its compulsions and desires. Here begins a state of inner turmoil, 
because one may not be able to do very much about one’s desires other 
than to observe how much one is enslaved to them. The quality that 
must be awakened is abstinence, or temperance.

3. The balanced or inspired self, nafi al-mulhama, is the state in 
which the good has begun to predominate in this struggle. The tyr
anny of egoism has been overcome, and a more or less integrated self 
is attained. The quality awakened here is the renunciation {zuhdj of 
worldly longings and ambitions, a freedom from the conditionings of 
desire. This state is the aim of most religion and psychology. It is the 
boundary of conventional ego development. Although it is only the 
third level of human development in the Sufi system, it is no minor 
accomplishment. For some it requires a great deal of personal, psycho
logical work.

4. The tranquil self, nafi al-mutma’inna, has begun to live from 
higher consciousness in the remembrance (zikr) of God. This is the 
stage at which a human being steps upon the Path of conscious devel
opment. The awakening of individual presence and the remembrance 
of God become the focus of life activity. One may still have issues to 
deal with from all the prior levels, but it is possible to deal with them 
from a wider context of experience.

In the Qur’an it is said, “Indeed, in the remembrance of God hearts 
find tranquillity.” This describes the stage of the tranquil self. The 
quality to be awakened here is spiritual poverty (faqr), by which is 
meant detachment from worldly concerns, freedom from worries, and
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peace of mind. It is the beginning of seeing through appearances and 
recognizing the Being of God behind all appearances. At this stage 
one’s separation from God is just a veil of light.

5. The fulfilled self, nafi al-radiyya, has become happy with God. 
He realizes the truth of these words of Sufi saint, ‘Abdul Qadir Jilani: 
“Good and evil are relative to the created. But for the Creator all 
are equal. A human being advances as much as he abandons personal 
opinions and thoughts such as ‘for me,’ ‘in my opinion,’ or ‘as far as I 
am concerned’ and fuses his orientations and himself with his Sustain- 
er’s opinion. It is for this reason that the one who has matured in his 
perception of reality does not see faults or flaws in creation.”1 What
ever happens is greeted with patience and acceptance. This is the stage 
of the first melting {fana) or union with God. Remembrance has ma
tured to a state of acceptance, forgiveness, and gratitude. The individ
uality has been fundamentally transformed, some would say 
“enlightened.” The self enters a phase of spontaneous altruism. From 
this point on in its progress, its ascent to God will continue eternally, 
not even death can end it.

6. The self of total submission, nafi al-mardiyya, is the self that is 
not only pleased but has become pleasing to God. It is the beginning 
of a descent from the bliss of union to embodiment as an individual 
human being; it is a descent that can be characterized by phases of 
shattering bewilderment. This is the stage in which both crucifixion 
and resurrection are experienced. After the blissful melting in God 
that is the fifth stage, the self must face great tests in order to recognize 
that it lives for nothing but God, that it wants nothing else but Truth. 
The individuality is returned to the one who comes to this station, 
but this individuality no longer thinks it owns itself. True awe of God 
is only possible after one has returned from unity to individuality. At 
the same time, it is a deeper stage of friendship and communion with 
God in which the self exists side by side with the Being of God, in 
which every test, every loss, every state is experienced in total submis
sion. The self reaches a state of utter humility, purification of heart,

1 Abdul Qadir Jilani, “The Divine Bestowal,” translated by M. Bayman, unpublished 
manuscript.
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the annihilation of everything that resists, complains, resents, or dis
trusts Reality.

This humility is like the state of being in love—in love with God 
and feeling loved in return. Just as two lovers can sit together in con
tentment, happiness, and peace, two become one in purpose without 
losing their distinctive individualities. When we are deeply in love, 
the wills of the lover and the beloved are one, without argument or 
disagreement. And so the self is pleased with Reality, and Reality is 
pleased with the self. This station is the realization of the truth of the 
words attributed to God in a discourse by ‘Abdul Qadir JllanI: “Sin
ners are veiled by their sin, while the pious are veiled by their piety. 
But, beyond them, I have a community who neither intend sin, nor 
trust their piety. For I am as close to My rebellious servants when they 
forsake their sins as I am close to My faithful servants when they 
forsake their piety. For no one is far from Me in his sins, and no one 
is near to Me with his promises.”2 The quality that awakens at this 
stage is complete trust, the turning over of one’s affairs to God as the 
ultimate Trustee. Such a person is a true friend {wall) of God and 
emanates a vibration that is beneficial to humanity and the creation.

7. The complete or perfected self, al-kamila, has attained the 
full palette of attributes completed the return to the state of excep
tional ordinariness. The spiritual poverty that began to develop in the 
fourth stage is completed here. An important quality attributed to this 
stage is contentment (rida). Ibn ‘Arabi described this attainment when 
he said, “My journey was entirely within myself, and pointed to my
self. And I saw that I was nothing but servanthood, without a trace of 
Lordship.”3

All qualities and actions belong solely to the Transpersonal Reality. 
There is no existence separate from that Oneness. At this level the 
individual self, though fully functional, exists in and through the One
ness. He or she has become a universal human being, belonging to 
all of humanity. Finally that Oneness reflects itself through such an 
individual in a way that cannot be described or predicted.

2 Ibid.
3Futuhdt al-Makkiyah, chap. 367.
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We began by considering the quick fixes of the present age, and we 

progressed to the state of positive nonexistence, the humility of pres

ence in which one lives without any self-image in a state of modesty, 

openness, gratefulness, forgiveness, acceptance, and trust. There is 

nothing impractical about the process or the goal, because it is our 
human destiny. The end result is the unrestricted manifestation of Life 

and Wisdom.

RELATIONSHIPS
AND COMMUNITY



Grapes Ripen Smiling at One Another

LEADERSHIP AND
THE GROUP PROCESS

The tart and hearty grapes, destined to ripen, 

will at last become one in heart 

by the breath of the masters of heart.

They will grow steadily to grapehood, 

shedding duality and malice and strife, 

till in maturity, they rend their skins, 

and become the mellow wine of union.

—ROmI, m, ii, 3723-25

I
T IS EIGHT o’clock ON A THURSDAY NIGHT, AND A CIRCLE 
of about a dozen people are kneeling on a large carpet. “In the 
name of the Infinitely Compassionate and Merciful, the Source of 
Life.” The stillness is deep; a tangible presence fills this room. “Let us 

bring our finest attention to the breath.” Outside the wind is blowing 
strong on this Vermont hilltop. Inside an experiment is continu
ing—as it has for more than twenty years—a journey into the future 

and back to the Source.
For a Sufi it is difficult to imagine the spiritual process apart from
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the Sufi circle, or group—that is, apart from a brother/sisterhood that 
gathers primarily for the purpose of awakening the Divine Essence in 
each person. A saying has it that one log will not burn by itself, but 
with a little kindling a number of logs leaning against each other will 
make a good fire. A group, any group, generates energy; but the kind 
and quality of energy and what it is used for determines whether that 
group becomes a mob, a cult, or a circle of lovers. The Sufis have at 
least fourteen hundred years’ experience in group dynamics, and their 
record is excellent, being relatively free of the deviations and abuse 
that have characterized so many groups, especially in recent decades 
here in the Western world.

The Sufi path, or tariqa, is an ideal that can be clearly distinguished 
from cults and other forms of social conditioning. Cult behavior has 
been thoroughly studied and analyzed. It typically involves unques
tioning devotion to a charismatic leader, coercion of the will, thought 
control, behavior modification, beliefs that are usually outside the eth
ical matrix of a sanctioned and revealed tradition, and a distrust of 
other jgroups and the' outside world.

AN ESSENTIAL INGREDIENT

We live in a “do-it-yourself’ culture; we basically believe that we can 
accomplish anything if we try, but sometimes we may not realize that, 
left to ourselves, we lack essential ingredients and capacities. Especially 
in the field of spirituality, we may assume that all we need are good 
intentions and some instructions we can follow. In the Sufi tradition, 
maturing a soul is something like culturing yogurt. It is not so difficult 
if you have the milk, the yogurt culture, the right environment, and 
the necessary time. Each of us has the milk already, but whether this 
milk sours or becomes a fine yogurt depends on certain influences, not 
the least of which is the presence of a little yogurt culture.

Any authentic tradition of enlightenment is based on the fact that 
someone at some time had a breakthrough and was able to pass that 
breakthrough along. Without the reality of this state of mind, any 
group will remain sterile. No Sufi group exists except in relationship 
with and under the direction of someone who has matured within the
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teaching. The Sufi concept of maturity describes someone who has 
melted his or her own existence in Being, who has removed the veils 
between the conscious mind and the heart. The spiritually mature 
person has outgrown the neediness of the personality, the ambitions 
and satisfactions of “worldliness,” and the subtle coercions of self
importance.

An authentic spiritual process is essentially independent of forms, 
practices, rituals, beyond even the visible world, and receives its kin
dling energy from someone who can transmit the transforming ener
gies needed to catalyze the potential within a group. There must be 
burning; and this requires a living human being who has made a con
scious connection with the source of Being. Every human being has 
this possibility, but most human beings are burdened with the weight 
of conditioning and live in a state of unconscious slavery to their de
sires, fears, and self-image. It is entirely possible, in fact likely, that a 
group gathering without the help and guidance of someone suf
ficiently advanced on the journey will become only a fertile envi
ronment for the breeding of confusion, misunderstanding, and 
resentment. The group may at least be protected if it has information 
from an authentic teaching tradition, but for the process to be trans
formative, the group needs the presence of someone who can be an 
opening to the unconditioned energies of grace.

THE NEED FOR A TEACHER

Our cultural situation does not favor the kind of respect and commit
ment that is expected between a guide and a seeker in the traditional 
ways of enlightenment. On the one hand, some people will always be 
willing to turn over responsibility for their lives to an authority figure 
in order to escape the burden of free will. The real teacher, however, 
will use his or her influence to activate real will in the student by 
helping students to face their slavery in every form, especially the slav
ery to the compulsive ego.

On the other hand, the vast majority of Westerners are skeptical of 
the possibility of there being teachers of wisdom (especially from 
within their own culture), people who can reliably guide others to new
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levels of being. We prefer to think that these are very private and 
personal matters, that truth is “a trackless land,” that one attains wis
dom primarily through one’s own experience, independent of guid
ance. But the Sufi point of view is expressed in the adage “Whoever 
has no guide has Satan for a guide.” Satan is a symbol of the untrans
formed ego. It is also said, “If you follow the path alone, you will only 
arrive at your own ego.”

We are not accustomed to distinguishing, for instance, whether im
pulses that arise within us are impulses of desire or inspiration, of 
compulsion or love. We are inclined to see feelings, knowledge, and 
actions that are qualitatively different as if they were all on the same 
level. Because we are not really awake, we ignore the hierarchy of being 
that exists within our own selves.

Hierarchy is a concept disdained by our culture, which imagines 
itself to be egalitarian and democratic. 3r defines a hierarch as
“a steward or keeper of sacred things.” The Western notion of hierar
chy has been identified with a power structure in which a class of 
religious professionals performs sacraments that ordinary people could 
not do for themselves. The hierarchy would typically be supported by 
the society as a whole and sometimes possess excessive economic 
power besides. Hierarchy is also evidenced in cults, which are typically 
organized around a charismatic leader who holds power over every 
aspect of the followers’ lives. This kind of hierarchy rightfully has a 
bad name.

Sufism developed within a more egalitarian matrix, one that was 
supposed to have no priesthood—that is, no professional religious 
class with sacramental or economic privileges. In Islam every human 
being has a direct relationship with the Divine. In Sufism, however, 
this individual’s relationship with the Divine is assisted by a sharing 
of mind with someone who has broken through the barrier that sepa
rates the alienated self from the wholeness of mind, which is transper
sonal. Someone who can live and be in this unity with Spirit becomes 
a more accessible point of contact with that Spirit. The student, the 
teacher, the founder of the tradition or order, and the Prophet are 
connected in a line that carries a purified state of mind. One partici
pates in this state of mind through a relationship of friendship and

------------------------------------- ----------------------------------------------------------  

respect while gradually strengthening one’s inner contact with that 
state. This is not a hierarchy of personal achievement, power, or sacra
mental privilege. Hierarchy exists in the degree to which individual 
hearts can embrace Spirit, but it is a hierarchy that makes one humble 
rather than proud. This is a hierarchy of service and responsibility. 
The role of a nurturing guide is not a job that a selfish person would 
want, because it involves a continual giving of oneself. For the sensitive 
person it involves an emotional price as well. The guide must experi
ence the suffering of others and must bear the projections and de
mands of people who have not been fully transformed. Rumi said, “A 
trainer of horses should expect to get kicked.”

The guide, ideally, represents the purified state of mind. Becoming 
of one mind with the guide is a way of experiencing one’s own essen
tial Self. The transformed human being can be likened to a harbor 
that allows one to enter the ocean. Ultimately, the harbor is also the 
Ocean.

The Sufi guide does not proselytize or promote himself. The teacher 
waits to be found by those who feel a strong need for what the path 
offers. More than anything else, the guide is the servant of the stu
dent’s yearning and can only give as much as the seeker’s yearning 
allows.

QUALIFICATIONS OF LEADERSHIP

But how can one find someone who deserves our trust? I once asked a 
certain shaikh what it meant to him to be “licensed” within the tradi
tion. He said this signifies that you have the means to pass on the 
teaching and that you are trusted to do it without gaining any material 
benefit for yourself. Sufi teachers have usually been householders with 
a livelihood apart from spiritual teaching. Even if sometimes they re
ceived some part of their support because they lived at a Sufi dergah 
supported through some religious endowment and the service contrib
uted by their dervishes, they did not allow themselves to become eco
nomically dependent on those whom they were serving. Among Sufis 
it is said, “The one who knows is the servant of the one who doesn’t 
know.” There can be no profit motive in sharing the knowledge of
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illumination. A professional class of spiritual advisors does not fir with 
the Truth and eventually corrupts it.

In Sufism, spiritual teaching is not a profession. On the other hand, 
the student should not expect that the teacher is his or her slave and 
that there is no reciprocal obligation. It would be presumptuous to 
expect this service from another human being without some form of 
reciprocity. Might some form of voluntary support or service be ap
propriate in the support of the Work itself?

In Western culture, where there is at present very little supporting 
this teaching, some structure for support needs to be found. If a mini
mal degree of organization is required to allow communication, to 
organize the space and time for essential activities, a certain amount 
of expense for management and overhead may need to be accepted. It 
may be necessary to cover certain expenses and to create a means by 
which people could voluntarily support the tradition, while not com
mercializing the teaching by charging for weekly meetings or for being 
accepted as an initiate of the Order.

In Islamic cultures those who wish to study spiritual subjects are 
supported by society as a whole. Their education is essentially free, 
but this does not mean that the teachers receive no compensation. 
They too are supported by the society at large. People recognize the 
need to voluntarily contribute to the founding and maintenance of 
spiritual institutions.

Once, when I offered to compensate a Palestinian friend for some 
time he would be giving to a group of us studying the Qur’an in 
Arabic, he merely said, “Don’t you know that in Islam knowledge 
isn’t for sale?” We probably couldn’t afford it anyway.

The modern world, however, is a commercial world. We have put 
a price on almost everything. In America we pay a high price to have 
someone listen to us. For those who have left the traditional churches
and sought guidance from therapists, workshops, and seminars, the 
cost is not insignificant. As soon as people think they have some un
derstanding (usually of how we can more efficiently attain our desires), 
they trademark a training program. People who are eager to live off 
God are sadly missing the point. The Divine Reality is our sustained 
it invites us to trust and surrender. The attempt to market and make 

a profit out of Spirit is fraught with hazards. In a lyric poem of Rumi’s 
that was quoted to me, this story was told: Once someone was walking 
through a beautiful rose garden, and the thought entered his mind, 
“What if I were to pick one of these roses? Would I be caught? What 
would the gardener do?” Just then he heard a voice say: “Why steal 
one rose, when I am offering you the whole garden!”

The greatest teachers I have known have invited us, their students, 
to their tables. They have given the best that they had to us—more, 
in het, than we could have given or knew how to give in return. They 
have been willing to talk with us until dawn if necessary, as long as we 
were willing to listen. The Sufi teachers I have known were the kind 
of people who found joy in going hours out of their way to serve 
someone. Jesus washed the feet of his students; he taught them that if 
their Master would treat them thus, then how kindly and respectfully 
should they treat each other?

I once heard an American complain about her teacher because he 
expected to be met at the airport when he returned from long lecture 
tours. She questioned his sense of specialness, his right to be treated 
with this consideration. Some Westerners, in my experience, suffer 
from a sense of entitlement and do not recognize the sacrifices that are 
being made to bring the teaching to them.

One mature shaikh whom I know refused to allow himself to take 
the role of shaikh, saying, “If I am your shaikh, there will be no one 
to show you how to treat a teacher. Choose someone from among 
yourselves, and then see the kind of support and respect that I give to 
him or her. That will be best for you.”

God manifests most clearly through a humble person, and at the 
same time, to play a part in the transformation of other human beings 
requires confidence and inner strength. In my own experience there 
has been a lot to learn about accepting the responsibility of power 
while remaining aware of my own nothingness. Strong leadership is 
not necessarily a denial of humility but the manifestation of this hu
mility in energetic service. The spiritual leader is not someone who 
puts himself above those who are served. If one person has gone 
through the door before others and invites others in, this is not from 
superiority but from friendship. It is entirely possible that a shaikh
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will help to raise up individuals who will far surpass him in spiritual 
attainment. More than anything else, this is a special kind of friend
ship—one that calls forth new qualities and attainments. A shaikh is 
someone who is willing to become empty of himself in order to serve, 
and this service is more than service to individual people; it is service 
to the humanness in everyone. At the same time that a shaikh sees 
many individuals, each one equally special, he also sees Ow to 
be served.

In Sufism it is understood that there is no point to having a shaikh 
or shaikhs unless you love and respect him or her in a spiritual way. 
It is this love which opens the channel to the spiritual state. Only this 
love and respect will enable one to accept the leader’s inevitable 
human idiosyncrasies and limitations and allow these to appear as in
significant and even loveable frailties rather than as intolerable defects. ' 
This is not to say that a student should condone immorality in the | 
leader, but rather that personality conflicts are easily transcended or 
dissolved by a mutual affection.

STUDENTS MAKE THE TEACHER

I know from my own experience that good teachers or leaders do not 
usually arrive ready-made. The leader needs those who are served, and 
the seekers have a very active role to play in the process of maturing 
the leader. A leader is someone we elevate in order to serve us. We give 
loyalty and love because this person serves us. We give to this person 
what is needed to get the job done. Good students make good teach
ers. Of course, the necessary ore needs to be there in the leader for it 
to be refined and put into service, but the students are also responsible 
for the kind of leadership they receive. In a very real sense it is they 
who create the guide with their own sincerity and yearning.

When a group can achieve solidarity and loyalty, which are some of 
the fruits of love, a respect develops among the individuals. One of 
the ways this solidarity is manifested is through respect for the leader. 
Respect paid to the leader is respect paid to the group. The leader 
becomes a focal point for the group because he or she if the group. 
The leader receives energy from the group and functions at his best
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when he is serving the needs of the group. When you see the leader, 
you see the group, and what you see is the focal point of this dynamic, 
harmonious entity that is the group. When he speaks, he doesn’t speak 
as a personal individual as much as a point of contact of all the interre
lationships within the group and within the tradition itself. Ideally, 
the leader represents a timeless, spaceless higher influence that is work
ing within the group. As the maturity and refinement within the 
group develops, and as the individuals realize their active role in the 
possibility of creating this model of service, then they can help to lift 
this leader up to be more of service. They will get back all that they 
give and much more.

The leader cannot demand this respect; authentic respect must be 
freely given. Submission is different from subservience. Moral author
ity is different from the authority of raw power. The shaikh may have 
considerable power without necessarily wielding it. Love itself will 
overcome most obstacles and solve most problems.

CULTIVATING THE RELATIONSHIP WITH A GUIDE

Not only must the student accept the shaikh but, just as important, 
the shaikh must accept and find affection for the student. This is 
something that is sometimes overlooked. Many people feel they have 
a right to judge the teacher, that their teacher should be a Jesus or a 
Muhammad, without considering what kind of student they them
selves are willing to be. The power of a mature human being to trans
mit the state of love and presence, to untie the knots within another’s 
heart, to incinerate the subconscious impurities and complexes—this 
power can be blocked by the inconsiderateness, presumption, or arro
gance of those who think they are on the path but who are instead in 
a state of narcissism, selfish independence, or unconscious resentment. 
Sincere submission is necessary for any benefit to be received.

The great dervish Yunus Emre said that the student places himself 
in the hands of the shaikh in the same way that a dead body is washed 

and wrapped in a clean cloth before burial! Rumi said, “Die in love in 

order to be truly alive.”

In my experience the relationship between student and teacher has
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never meant that one turns one’s life over to another for a complete 
overhaul; rather, the student needs to cultivate a mature receptivity to 
the often subtle help of the teacher. Most Americans, for instance, are 
in great need of learning some basic manners and will not go very far 
on the spiritual path without developing respect and thoughtfulness.

I once heard it said that to fall out of favor with your shaikh is worse 
than a fall from a high building. Only those who have experienced this 
can know the darkness of being cut off from the spiritual protection 
and support that this living relationship offers.

I know of one case that was played out in a rather dramatic way; it 
is a story that makes the point quite well. When a man I know first 
became the student of a certain shaikh, he owned a small shop. In a 
little while it prospered, and he was able to buy the building in which 
it was located. Later his increasing profits enabled him to buy a neigh
boring building, and so on, until he owned practically the whole 
block. But one day this man arrived late for an important meeting 
with his shaikh. “Why are you late?” the shaikh asked.

“Oh, I was very busy with my shop and some phone calls, and you 
know how these things are.”

“You were very busy, you say?” the shaikh asked softly. Well, from 
that time on, one business failed and then another. One building had 
to be sold, and then another one, until finally the man was left with 
the single shop he had owned when he first met his shaikh. What is 
the real cause of prosperity, and what is the cause of failure? Was this 
a punishment, a gift, or a coincidence? Was the rise and fall of this 
man’s fortunes from his shaikh or from himself?

THE PATH OF INTENSIFIED SPIRITUAL RELATIONSHIP

Sufism, like any authentic spiritual path, has its inexpressible joy, 
which makes material benefits seem inconsequential. Not only is there 
the joy and love between the guide and the student, but there is also 
the joy of being in a circle of spiritual lovers. That state of being is not 
confined exclusively to the leader but reflects throughout the brother/ 
sisterhood. Where many lamps are together, although each is separate, 

yet their light is one. Therefore the spiritual light that is ignited from 
the shaikh and his spiritual line is reflected from one to another, and 
that shared state also teaches everyone.

It is curious to me when I hear people say that they are interested 
in spiritual development but do not want to be involved in a group. 
They are willing to receive the teaching, but they are not willing to 
learn to love others, especially if those others do not share their own 
preferences, tastes, interests, and so forth. This is usually a clear sign 
of being stuck in one’s own separateness, the very separateness that 
must be melted in order to know one’s essential self. We cannot do 
the work alone; we need to learn from the experience of others; we 
need others to show us ourselves and to help us become complete.

This melting into affection is not the dissolving of one’s boundaries 
but the expansion of one’s boundaries. In other words, boundaries, 
whether subde or obvious, are to be respected. The ethics of the path 
are very clear: one must never interfere with another’s will, not 
through any kind of conditioning, not even through subde suggestion. 
The subde change that begins to take place in a group is that one’s 
sense of self begins to change and expand. One begins to feel responsi
ble for others as if their well-being were one’s own. Muhammad said, 
“The faithful are like a single body. If one part hurts, the whole body 
feels the pain.”

One of the critical points in our group’s development came about 
because I was not recognizing the need for others to express their pain, 
to share more of the everyday pain of life as well as the pain of being 
reared in our culture, and to look at factors such as low self-esteem 
and self-doubt. A lot of this pain found expression during a period 
when I was away. What could not come out while I was leading the 
meetings came out when the group was on its own. It had been my 
tendency to focus our attention on spiritual work, on developing re
membrance and inspiration, but I had not fully recognized that some 
people were not able to sustain that kind of work because their funda
mental wounds had not been recognized. I had been trained in an 
environment in which it was taught that “a dervish is all courage,” 
that one is very careful not to speak from the concerns of one’s ego, 
but from one’s essence.
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The Sufi system developed in a culture and times that were much 
less wounding to a person’s soul. People in our time typically begin 
from a different point than the seekers of the past. We cannot assume 
that people are beginning with a healthy, integrated ego. Much more 
often, we have to begin with a wounded ego that has not known that 
it is loved. In our times and in our culture, the needs of psychological 
healing and spiritual development are interdependent. Until people 
know that their pain is heard and recognized, until they know that 
they are loved, it is much harder to let go of contraction and separa
tion and to come into who they really are.

Work within a group is a path of intensified relationship through 
which our own personal and unconscious obstacles will be shown to 
us, both in relation to the leader and to one’s brothers and sisters on 
the path. Everything that comes up needs to be recognized and washed 
clean by love.

The Prophet Muhammad said, “The best of my people will enter 
paradise not because of their achievements, but because of the Mercy 
of God and their being satisfied with little for themselves and their 
extreme generosity toward others.” Muhammad not only enjoined the 
faithful to love each other but also taught this love by example. His 
actions and words were faithfully recorded and have become a model 
for human kindness and solidarity.

The Sufi saints, such as Abu Yazid BistamI, continued this line of 
teaching through countless stories like the following:

A man asked Abu Yazid, “Show me the shortest way to reach Allah 
Most High.”

Abu Yazid replied, “Love those who are loved by God and make 
yourself lovable to them so that they love you, because Allah looks 
into the hearts of those whom He loves seventy times a day. Perhaps 
He will find your name in the heart of the one He loves and He will 
love you, too, and forgive your mistakes.”

The subtle, nondualistic teaching behind this saying may be that 
God’s love is not other than nor separate from the love that is reflected 
between two hearts—two or more mirrors reflecting one light among 
themselves.

—-——————— ------------------------------

THE HEALTHY SPIRITUAL FAMILY

It has seemed to me as if one can become impregnated through con
tact with an authentic tradition, and that something wants to be born 
in us through the spiritual process—a child of the heart. An immacu
late conception—that is, without the aid of an authentic tradition of 
enlightenment—is theoretically possible but extremely rare. If we do 
conceive this child of the heart and carry it full term, there is still the 
rearing and education of this child. Here, a “family” is vital. The 
group becomes the milieu in which the soul experiences its fulfillment 
and grows into maturity.

A family can be very close, but it should not be cut off from the 
wider society. Even one’s participation in a Sufi group should not be 
carried too far. While it should be among the highest priorities in 
one’s life, it is not meant to displace the relationships with one’s own 
family, community, and livelihood. This is a way of spiritual attain
ment within everyday life, not apart from it.

Continuing this metaphor, we might ask whether there are any safe
guards that would prevent dysfunction within such a spiritual family. 
Most of the problems that have arisen recendy among groups where 
abuses of power have been recognized can be traced to the disregard 
of the ethical matrix that got left behind (as in the authentic Eastern 
traditions) or never existed (as in some New Age experiments). The 
conception and maturing of the child of the heart take place within 
the structure of a revealed, sacred law, an ethical matrix that is the 
outer protection of the inner truth. The purpose of such a law is both 
to safeguard the harmony within society and to preserve the best con
ditions for one’s own spiritual advancement. This is not to say that 
the “Law” is rigid, absolute, black and white. There is a saying of 
Muhammad that is quoted by Rumi: “Follow your heart, even if the 
religious judge offers a different opinion.” But we should do our best 
to measure our behavior against certain objective principles.

In addition, some Sufi orders have specific rituals that support the 
moral integrity of the group. The Bektashi tradition of Turkey, for 
example, while having a reputation for a disregard of some social con-
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ventions, nevertheless has some of the highest ethical standards of any 
Sufi order. For instance, it is incumbent on every member to pass 
before an annual peer review. Members of the group are encouraged 
to bring up any moral inadequacies or issues that need attention before 
this public review. This annual review is the last chance to bring some
thing up or hold their tongues until Judgment Day. Even the shaikh 
is not exempted. This review process has the effect of airing grievances 
and minimizing negative undercurrents within the brother/sisterhood.

Another practice found in certain Sufi orders is the asking of three 
questions before beginning the collective worship, zikr. These ques
tions go something like this:

Is there anyone in this group who has been wronged by another 
and wishes to bring this before us?

Is there any married person here who is experiencing difficulties 
that they would like to put before this group for counsel and support?

Is there anyone who has any need, material or otherwise, that they 
would like us to be aware of?

For worship to reach its higher levels of refinement, emotional and 
egoistic obstacles, whether real or imagined, need to be removed. The 
whole process is maintained by openness and freedom from any ill- 
feeling within the group. The solution is to bring the pain or the 
difficulty forward within this atmosphere of trust and affection. When 
this is done, it is amazing how these things can be dissolved or trans
formed, allowing the energy to flow freely once again. The openness 
of everyone in the circle is important in creating a beautifully resonat
ing system. Everyone must be working on him- or herself to be a 
better reflector or conductor of the energies of transformation.

THE REAL SUBMISSION

The group is the environment where the often rebellious ego can begin 
to have a taste of authentic servanthood and submission. In actuality, 
all submission is to one’s higher Self. The only reason to submit to a 
teacher is because that teacher is in submission to what you wish to 
submit to, but haven’t yet learned how. The other members of the 
group are also working toward that deeper submission.

“Thank you.” No

When one respects a teacher, a certain receptivity and cooperation 
develops. I have been taught that this submission and trust are exhib
ited by the students’ having only one response to the shaikh whether 
they are praised or damned, and that response is, 
arguments, no rationalizations, no defenses, no justifications, just 
“Thank you.” We need to maintain this quality of gratitude. In Su
fism, there is a phrase, “Eyvallah,” which means something like “Yes, 
God,” “So be it,” “Amen,” or “All good is from God.” It is a typical 
response when one is offered something, when one loses something, 
when one is praised, when one is criticized. Transformation is learning 
what lies behind this Eyvallah. If, for instance, someone’s feelings are 
hurt by the leader, there may be a reason for this. Whatever is done 
by the guide is theoretically done for the benefit and well-being of the 
students. This leader is certainly a thoughtful and aware person who 
knows very well that he has said something that might sting. Maybe 
he is teaching something; for instance, he could be highlighting the 
student’s narcissism or vanity. But even if what was said or done came 
out of some weakness of the leader in the moment, if this person, 
who is undoubtedly well known to the leader, complies readily with, 
“Eyvallah, thank you,” the leader will know that the student’s egoism 
is diminishing and that he is capable of learning. If the leader made a 
mistake, he himself will be touched by this as well. In either case, the 
student will gain, because the false self is being diminished. Sometimes 
the leader may appear to be indifferent or even rude to a student. If 
this person cannot say, “Eyvallah,” it means that he or she is not cut 
out for this training.

Perhaps this sounds dangerous in light of the abuse of submission 
at the hands of certain cult-entrepreneurs and self-proclaimed enlight
ened beings, but the dangers of being in the hands of your own ego 
are also great. The path of transformation is the path of submission, 
but this submission is done not out of self-abnegation but out of love. 
Unless one is willing to comply with this discipline, one might as well 
find something else to do, because one is not ready for this process, 
and nothing will be gained without this submission and love.

I was once in a situation where I felt the need to leave a teaching 
after an investment of some years. At the time, I struggled over my



132 Relationships and Community Grapes Ripen Smiling at One Another 133

reasons for leaving, and this struggle postponed for two years die 
choice I inevitably made. It seems that I made the right decision-- 
perhaps I could have made it sooner. So I would never suggest that 
others ignore their conscience, to endure too much enigmatic and 
morally questionable behavior because “it must be a test,” or to toler
ate a situation that feels like imprisonment or dependency.

There will, of course, be times when we have to do what our ego 
does not enjoy, or when the ego needs to be stripped of its satisfactions 
and face its own will to rebel or be in control. Any real teacher will 
help to create these situations, too. But the criterion of transformation 
is love. If this process is going on within a milieu of love, it can be 
trusted.

This does not mean that one is there because one desperately needs 
love, or needs a surrogate parent or family. It means that love has 
created the situation. It means that love is not the goal, but the cause 
of the situation.

I once asked a dervish, “Do we ever reach a point when we no 
longer need to be loved?”

“Yes, when we love,” he said.
The submission learned in the context of Sufi training is ultimately 

to one’s own essential Self, to the core of one’s own being, which is 
love and which is naturally and spontaneously in submission to God. 
According to a Sufi saying, “The moon is a dervish before the sun, 
and yet among the stars of the night it stands as the greatest light." 
Submission to that sun confers a great power, because it frees one 
from the slavery to many other things.

The cultural obstacles to realizing the ideal situation of Sufi educa
tion are formidable in the West. American spiritual seekers are espe
cially recalcitrant when it comes to supporting and respecting their 
leaders. The axiom that “All people are created equal” has come to 
mean something more like “We are all the same, each of us has his or 
her own truth, and no one is superior to anyone else.” And yet, gener
ally, the more accomplished a person is, the more he or she is willing 
to acknowledge the need to submit to a learning situation without 
feeling devalued in the process.

On the other hand, the West with its traditions of openness, free

dom, and liberal humanism can and must contribute to the revitaliza
tion of a stagnant Sufism that has lost touch with its own spirit of 
emancipation. The sheer abrasiveness of the West can polish the rust 
from the mirror of Sufism.

Neverthless, despite the many obstacles, I have seen many North 
Americans mature in this process and discover new qualities within 
themselves that surpassed anything they could have imagined. The 
power of Love is waiting to do its work, and if we stubbornly indepen
dent and isolated people would humble ourselves enough to overcome 
our separateness, our suspicion, and our pride, the miracle of unity 
and affection would still be possible. According to a Sufi saying, 
“Grapes ripen in the sun smiling at one another.”
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The Way of the Dervish

A
 DERVISH IS AN APPRENTICE, ONE WHO IS LEARNING THE 
profession that will provide eternal livelihood. This profession 
is still taught in certain “schools of higher learning.” While 
there are many skills that can be self-taught or learned alone, the skills 

of dervishhood are learned by being in relationship to a shaikh, or 
guide, and within a spiritual family, a Sufi circle. There will always be 
much to learn on one’s own, through one’s own efforts, and within 
one’s own understanding. The final responsibility, of course, lies with 
ourselves, and in reality there is no intermediary between us and our 
God. And yet one can no more become a dervish alone than one can 
become a lover alone.

People will dedicate the whole of their lives to becoming an accom
plished musician or a professional athlete. In doing so they will have 
to organize the whole of their lives around this one master desire. A 
dervish is one who has made Truth his or her master desire and is 
willing to bring all other desires and aims into alignment with this 
aim. It is possible to make Sufism a pastime, one interest among oth
ers, but that does not make one a dervish. It is fine to read widely and 
become acquainted with various traditions, but to be a Sufi is much 
more than to have a preference for reading Sufi books or listening to 
Sufi music.

The price of being a dervish is one’s whole life, a total commitment
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of one’s life energies. Fortunately, in our tradition it does not mean 
the abandonment of a productive and socially useful livelihood, nor 
the renunciation of marriage and family, but it does mean that every
thing we are involved with will be understood and arranged from the 
perspective of our essential spiritual intention. Certain lifestyles may 
not be consistent with our intention; certain forms of livelihood may 
not be appropriate in light of the more stringent requirements of re
membering God with each breath. We may find that we are not asked 
to sacrifice everything, that the Way does not contradict our essential 
humanity. We may discover that God is the Friend, a patient, gener
ous and compassionate Friend, but gradually we learn that we our
selves must withhold nothing.

To become a dervish we pledge ourselves to a shaikh and a lineage. 
This reaches hand over hand all the way to Allah. Our pledge, our 
obedience, our commitment is to Allah, and the shaikh is a link. Why 
should there be any intermediary at all? This is a very good question. 
Actually there is no intermediary if the shaikh is a real shaikh and if 
one’s pledge is sincere. The shaikh actually is the evidence of God’s 
mercy and generosity, making grace more tangible, more immediate. 
The shaikh does not gather power or privilege for himself or herself 
but is the servant of the yearning of the dervish’s heart. The shaikh 
may also be the challenger of the dervish’s egoism, calling us to surpass 
our timidity, our fears, our comfortable complacency- The shaikh may 
be the one to say, “Come into this fire; it will not burn you.”

No shaikh is perfect, and it is particularly in his function as shaikh 
that he may sometimes disappear and become a pure medium for di
vine grace or wisdom. It is the dervish who helps to create the shaikh, 
and both are in the process of learning from the relationship. It must 
be remembered that before becoming a shaikh, one had to be a der
vish, and one never stops being a dervish.

One day Mevlana and Shams were sitting together in spiritual inti
macy and conversation. A messenger entered with the news that a 
certain shaikh in a distant village had died. The community was asking 
that a shaikh be sent to succeed their late teacher. Mevlana said, “Send 
so-and-so and let him be your new shaikh.” After the messenger had 
left, however, Shams turned to Mevlana and said, “We’re lucky they
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only asked for a shaikh. If they had asked for a dervish, one of us 
would have had to go!”

Spiritual seekers are typically people who have learned to question 
conventional reality. Most spiritual seekers have experienced a loss of 
“blind faith” and are in search of answers to legitimate questions. Our 
postmodern culture has also suffered a loss of faith, resulting in a per
vasive cynicism and inability to approach Truth innocendy. While we 
should look quite critically at any spiritual path or teacher before com
mitting ourselves, we shouldn’t allow the cynicism and rebelliousness 
of our times to prevent us from seeing what humility and trust can 
offer. Once we have decided to play the master game of self-transfor
mation, we must do it wholeheartedly.

In my own case it took quite a while for me to understand the value , 
of cultivating a relationship with a teacher. Although I didn’t realize it 
at the time, I was a typical product of my own culture, which has a 
fundamental mistrust of and disrespect for leadership and authority. | 
Perhaps I was simply too rebellious and critical. Now I can look back 
on my own relationships with my teachers with some remorse for the 
disappointments and pain I caused them through my insensitivity and 
lack of awareness. It is easy to forget that the shaikh is a servant more 
than a master.

The shaikh holds the keys to a treasure the seeker cannot really 
understand. He may be able to unlock the treasure within the dervish’s ' 
heart, but how likely is he to do this for someone who is half-hearted, 
ungratefiil, or hill of resistance, who lacks humility or respect? The 
dervish’s intention should always be to allow a sincere love for the 
shaikh to grow and deepen. Sometimes the outer respect is the best 
that can be offered, but we must realize that we can fool ourselves 
more easily than we can deceive others and especially our shaikh.

What is required in this relationship is rabita, a connection of love, 
which allows everything that the mature one has to pass to the other 
person. When there is real love between a shaikh and a dervish, the 
dervish comes into resonance with the wisdom and light of the shaikh, 
and the shaikh carries some of the burden of the dervish. A shaikh 
needs to be strong enough to do this, and this is possible only with 
the help of God and the lineage, especially the Pzr, the Completed
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Human Being from whom the particular order derives its baraka, or 
g«ce.

There is more than one kind of real shaikh, in addition to the self- 
appointed teachers who can do some good and much harm. There are 
shaikhs who serve a kind of managerial function in dervish circles. 
They need to have a certain natural authority, experience, and knowl
edge; they must be trusted not to use the position to gain any kind of 
advantage for themselves. In their managerial capacity they are useful 
in the preparatory work of dervish training, provided they are backed 
up by a real source of baraka.

Then there are those shaikhs who have the permission of the unseen 
world, who have true spiritual authority. Such a shaikh not only has 
experience, wisdom, and knowledge, but also serves as a channel for 
the transformative energies of the tradition, both in group activities 
like the zikr and in relationship to individual dervishes. In order for 
this individual connection to work at its highest potential, the dervish 
needs to cultivate a spiritual connection with the shaikh. The shaikh 
is a “wireless transformer” connected to the powerhouse of the Pir.

In the storybook version of shaikh and dervish, the dervish is in
volved in a period of closely supervised experiences under the watchful 
eyes of the shaikh. While it would be wonderful to have such a shaikh 
in one’s life to listen to one’s problems and answer one’s questions, 
such a situation is rare.

A Sufi shaikh is likely to have a family and a profession and rarely 
has the time to give such personal attention to many people. Unless 
one somehow shares in his mission, works by his side, or has reached 
a high degree of surrender and can give all one’s time to the service of 
the shaikh, one’s relationship will more likely be through attending 
regular meetings and keeping the heart connection active at other 
times.

Given the rarity of real shaikhs, especially in the Western world, one 
should be thankful if one has found a connection even at a distance to 
an effective Sufi lineage. In reality, the dervish’s connection is beyond 
the tangible matrix of space and time, beyond even the conscious 
mind. What needs to flow to the student will flow if the student 
knows how to cultivate that connection and has surrendered to it. In
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the physical world we are under many limitations of time and space. 
In some cases you may see your shaikh in the tangible world only 
rarely. In the world of the conscious mind, you may cultivate a posi
tive bond and even converse inwardly with your teacher. At the sub
conscious level of the heart, however, the shaikh’s benevolent energy 
will be working on you continuously. As Yunus Emre says, “Ever since 
the glance of the mature one fell upon me, nothing has been a prob
lem.” There are many legitimate issues regarding authority and its 
abuse that have occurred as Westerners have uncritically accepted 
other traditions, especially those untied from their traditional ethical 
moorings. In some cases we have been led to believe that outrageous 
and abusive behavior from the teacher is part of the training. One 
cannot follow an absolute rule, but generally the stronger tactics are 
reserved for the strong and devoted dervishes, and only after the great
est bond of love has been made certain. Rumi’s own teacher, Shams 
of Tabriz, was a stringent master and once said, “My wrath causes a 
seventy-year-long unbeliever to become a believer, and a believer to 
become a saint!”

We should bear in mind, however, that abusive conduct was never 
the method of Muhammad. On the contrary, he showed profound 
respect to people, always being the first to say hello, jumping up to 
greet the humblest people. When Muhammad set this example, he 
was teaching a lesson for generations to come.

Shaikhs may also challenge a person’s conditioning or belief struc
ture, may even appear to be doing something unethical or harmful, as 
in the case of Khidr and Moses in the Qur’an (Surah Kahf). Khidr is 
the immortal “green man” who appears to those who need his guid
ance. Moses is considered by tradition to be one of the four strongest 
prophets. Yet when he attempted to accompany Khidr on a journey, 
he was subjected to circumstances that he could not fathom, especially 
since they seemed to contradict his notion of justice and morality. 
Eventually the true significance and background of the questionable 
events was revealed to Moses by Khidr. If the shaikh appears to do or 
require something that contradicts one’s idea of the good, or moral 
norms, or the religious law, the reason for this should be made clear 
before too long, as it was in the case of Moses and Khidr. No real
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shaikh, however, would keep a student in a state of prolonged moral 
ambivalence.

The relationship between a shaikh and a dervish is one of the most 
sacred bonds any human being can experience. To find a real shaikh, 
and to be accepted by one, is a great gift. Shaikhs are taught that if 
one of their dervishes were to be excluded from the gates of paradise, 
the shaikh, too, must remain outside. If a shaikh accepts you into his 
heart and you can accept the shaikh into yours, it is in order that hand 
in hand you both will go to God. Value that relationship as you would 
an infant placed in your arms: in the beginning it may require great 
care and sacrifice, perhaps even sleepless nights, but eventually, after 
tests, difficulties, and joys, that infant relationship may mature into a 
being of strength and great beauty, and the generations of the Way 
will continue.
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In the End Is Our Beginning
A STORY

This story, remembered by our friend Shaikh Daud Beliak, was told on 
several occasions in our Shaikh Suleyman Dede s house when visitors wen 
present and there was much discussion about the Way.

A
long time ago, in a Mevlevi community there
was a certain student of the Master Jelal whose duty it

was to collect wood from the forest for the fires of the kitchen.
Each morning he would leave for the forest, and eventually he re

turned with arms full of wood he had collected—long and short, bent 
and gnarled, thick and thin. Time went on, and each day he carried 
out his assigned task with dedication and the sacred names upon his 
lips.

One day the Shaikh of the tekke called to the murid from his 
window, where he had seen the student dervish doing his work. 
“Mehmet!” called the Shaikh. “What are you carrying?”

“I am bringing wood for the kitchen fires,” came the reply. The 
Shaikh then asked him to come closer.

“Let us see the wood,” requested the Shaikh, and the murid showed 
him his morning’s work. “These sticks are bent and distorted,” said 
the Shaikh. “We want only straight wood for our kitchen fire. From 

now on when you collect your wood, you must ensure that each piece 
of wood is straight and not twisted like these!”

“Eyvallah!” replied the murid, and went on about his work.1 From 
that day onward, nothing but straight wood was brought into the 
kitchen and used in the fire.

The years passed by, and the murid grew in the Way, always carry
ing out his duties in the tekke with a good heart. His beard had begun 
to turn gray and his step was slower. One day the Shaikh called him 
to his rooms.

“Your cAzZfir [period of training; literally: ordeal] here is finished,” 
he said, “and you must now leave and find your way in the world. 
May God guide your steps.”

"Eyvallah!” replied the murid, and he kissed the Shaikh’s hand in 
farewell.

The years passed by, until one day the murid returned to the tekke. 
His clothes were tattered, his hair was matted, and his back was bent. 
He came to the door of the Shaikh’s garden and, finding it open, 
entered the small courtyard. He knocked at the door, and the Shaikh’s 
wife came to greet him.

"My goodness, how you have changed!” she exclaimed. “I hardly 
recognized you!”

“It has been very difficult,” he said, “but I must now see my 
Shaikh.”

“He has gone out for a while but will not be long. He is now nearly 
blind and walks with difficulty, with a stick.” The murid asked her 
permission to sit in the sun and rest until the Shaikh’s return, then lay 
down and fell asleep.

A little later, with a faltering step and the tap-tap-tap of his stick, 
the elderly Shaikh entered his courtyard. His stick struck the sleeping 
murid, and the Shaikh called out, “Who’s there, who is it?” The 
murid fell upon his face and, kissing the feet of his Shaikh, cried out 
with tears and pain, “O my Lord, my Master, it is I, your murid 
whom you sent away those many years ago!”

‘One day Daud had asked Dede: “What is the meaning of EyvalldhV' He replied: “One 
Ejvallihis one il Allah.” (Il Allah is the second part of the foremost Islamic phrase: la 

illaha il Allah: There is no god but God.)
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The elderly man helped the murid to his feet, kissed his cheeks, and 
said, “Ahh, my son, come sit here and tell me.”

The murid burst into tears again, saying, “These years have been 
wretched. I am broken, there is nowhere for me in this world, God 
has taken away my voice, I can earn no living, and now I am old and 
have nowhere to go. Please, I beg of you, allow me to come again to 
the tekke that I may spend my last days in peace and die here!”

“Ahh, my son, my son,” replied the Shaikh. “Now your chille is 
finished and you may go. God will make your way open.”

And the murid left again, but now his voice had acquired a new 
quality. Eventually he became one of the great preachers of Gods 
Holy Word and lived in the Light for many years.

There is a saying in our tradition: Chillemiz hie bitmiyor; biterken 
gine basliyor. “Our chille never ends; in the end is our beginning.”

Spiritual Conversation

S
PIRITUAL CONVERSATION, OR SOHBET, IS THE HEART OF 

group practice. It is the connecting point of all the other activi
ties: individual practice, group remembrance, music, study, so
cial life, ethics. It is the primary relationship with the shaikh and the 

context in which people come to know one another. It is the activity 
that connects and makes sense of all others.

Sohbet is not sermon or lecture, but discourse, storytelling, encoun
ter, and spiritual courtship. It is how God’s lovers share and intensify 
their love.

There are Sufi circles in which sohbet is the primary practice. 
Among the Melamed, the people of “blame,” who have minimized 
the importance of practices, including ritual prayer and group zikr, 
conversation with “a mature one” becomes the means of sharing the 
state of attainment. Much of the Sufi education takes place through 
communication that results in a profound sharing of minds. In some 
circles that I have witnessed, the shaikh offers a monologue of story
telling, poetry, quotations from the Holy Books1, moral advice, and

'The Sufi tradition explicitly recognizes four Holy Books: the Torah, Psalms, Gospel 
(words spoken by Jesus), and Qur’an. It is also understood that the Divine has communi- 
cated with countless communities, giving their revelations a sacred status even if the com
munication may have been corrupted over time.
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spiritual encouragement, while the group members absorb the knowl
edge and the energy it contains. Rumi’s Discourses (Fihi ma fihi) area 
wonderful record of this kind of teaching. This kind of sohbet is most 
often a rambling monologue that sometimes goes on into the early 
hours of the morning.

When this kind of conversation is effective, it is because the speaker 
is tapping into the subconscious complexes of the listeners and unty
ing the psychological and/or spiritual knots that exist there. Often the 
listener feels as if the shaikh is speaking to them quite personally, and, 
of course, whether he is conscious of it or not, this is what is happen
ing. Actually, the shaikh need not be conscious of it—that would take 
more awareness and energy than is necessary to do the job. It is 
enough that he become relatively empty and centered in the present, 
and then what is reflected in the mirror of his heart, what enters his 
consciousness, will be a reflection of what is in the hearts of the lis
teners.

Because the shaikh, if he is a real shaikh, has reached a state of inner 
harmony and connection with Spirit, this state will dissolve many 
problems and bring peace to the hearts of the listeners. Certain prob
lems simply cease to exist at a certain level of consciousness. It is said 
that a shaikh can untie the knots of the students, but those very same 
knots may be retied out of unconscious habit. Gradually, however, as 
people have been steeped in the knowledge and baraka of the tradi
tion, the state transmitted in sohbet endures.

There is another level of sohbet—an encounter in which true dia
logue is possible—that can be superior to the typical monologue. We I 
shall assume that all the qualities of the earlier form of sohbet are in 
place—a mature shaikh and receptive listeners—and add to this a 
more developed pedagogy whose purpose is to elicit communication 
and understanding. In this case, instead of being merely passive recipi
ents of the state and wisdom of the shaikh, there is an attempt to 
develop a degree of understanding and self-expression in the students. 
Such teachers follow more of a Socratic method, exploring a specific 
theme, responding to questions, and questioning the students them
selves. In this method, the questions asked must be grounded in awak
ened observation of oneself and life, not in theories and

Spiritual Conversation
----------------------------------------------------------

generalizations. The teacher may introduce a theme from time to time, 
or suggest a line of inquiry or observation that will highlight certain 
experiences in the student’s life. The sharing of experience in the 
group then adds to each person’s knowledge and experience of a 
theme. The teacher’s role in this approach is to subtly direct the stu
dent’s attention to neglected areas of inquiry and to offer encourage
ment and support.

These questions and answers reiterate that the Sufi process of trans
formation is one in which a student learns a state of pure being from 
one who is in that state, but eventually progresses to the point of living 
and being from his or her own self, a self that is relatively free of self
images and from attachments to interests, activities, and dependencies 
that remove one from the presence of God. The student gradually 
grows into a kind of autonomy of pure being, no longer dependent 
on the guide, while along the way he or she has the joy of companion
ship with other souls who are also maturing in this pure being.

Some schools of Sufism place a higher value on understanding than 
on mere modeling of behavior or attainment of states. Of course, not 
all people need this level of education or are necessarily capable of it, 
but where it is possible, the kind of development that is produced is 
higher, in the sense that people who have matured under these circum
stances not only attain a certain level of being but can also help others 
to understand and attain the same level. I believe there is a great need 
for this kind of pedagogy, especially among those people, East or West, 
who have been educated in a modern university system. For one thing, 
they have more questions and must receive the answers if their intel
lects are to be satisfied and allowed to rest. One could even say they 
have a right to have their questions answered. Unfortunately, this kind 
of pedagogy is all too rare in the Sufi circles of the East, many of 
which were designed to serve a kind of people in which individuality 
was not highly developed. We can see evidence, however, in some 
classical texts of this kind of relationship, especially among the Khwaja- 
gan2 of Central Asia!

'A Sufi lineage that existed in Central Asia from the eleventh until the fifteenth century. 
See J. G. Bennett, The Masters of Wisdom (Santa Fe, N.M.: Bennett Books, 1996).
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It has been my experience that Westerners need quite a bit of prepa
ration to engage in true sohbet. The principles of sohbet run counter 
to much of the individualism and “speak your truth” mentality that 
our culture often encourages. To “speak your truth” is, of course, the 
aim in sohbet, but learning to discern whether speech and inquiry 
come from the intellect and opinion or from the heart is a necessary 
prerequisite.

In order to realize the potential of true sohbet, it is necessary to 
maintain an active listening and keep oneself out of the way in order 
to learn to attend. Without the proper quality of attention, it would 
be easy to drift off. Sohbet helps to develop a sustained attentiveness 
in the processing of ideas. Something vast opens up and connections 
begin to be made; one can absorb a lot of essential material. Some
times we have to work to contain our enthusiasm to monopolize the 
group’s attention. We learn to weigh what really is important.

The way this is most often accomplished involves a clear under
standing within the group that we have not come together for an 
exchange of opinions. It is necessary, first of all, to begin in a state of 
presence, usually after some preparatory inner work: meditation, inner 
exercises, and the like.

The conversation is understood to be conducted or led by the 
shaikh, or whoever by agreement leads instead. Usually a theme or 
subject is specified, and when it is, the group should remember what 
it is. Sometimes the themes come from the inspired literature of the 
tradition or the Holy Books. Sometimes they are related to very practi
cal tasks of how to develop greater presence in life. This is not an 
occasion for free association and moving unintentionally from one 
topic to another, unless that is specifically called for.

By having a theme, a line of inquiry, it becomes possible to go 
deeply into the subject. All paths should eventually lead to the center, 
and that is also the significant point. Especially nowadays, people need 
to develop the ability to follow a line of inquiry. There is a moment 
when you have enough knowledge so that you are not just absorbing 
material but are bringing critical faculties to bear. Different individuals 
will contribute different experiences and points of view, and this, too, 
is part of the value of working in a group. It is the shaikh, however, 

who should invite people to speak as they indicate a wish to contrib
ute. He may choose to respond to the student’s words, or someone 
else may respond, but always after having received the recognition of 
the shaikh or sohbet leader.

One important ground rule is that the time be used for the sharing 
of actual experience with the theme at hand, avoiding conjecture, gen
eralizations, philosophizing, intellectualizing. The point is always to 
learn to speak from the heart, from the depths of one’s sincerity, and 
not from the superficial personality.

A certain dynamic tension is created in this process. Some people 
may find this process unnecessarily formal. Some will chafe under 
what they imagine to be the repressiveness of the setup. Usually, such 
people are themselves self-repressing types who project upon the situa
tion or the shaikh responsibility for what they are feeling.

It should always be made clear that everyone is welcome to speak 
and eloquence is not necessarily what is to be strived for as much as 
honesty and concreteness. Certain kinds of people will feel inhibited 
by the imagined requirement that certain subjects are “correct” and 
others are not, but there is no subject that is taboo.

It is true that there is a formality in sohbet, a subtle discipline that 
is encouraged. It is equally true that this discipline includes a nonjudg- 
mental perspective. Everyone in the circle should be in such a state of 
presence that any falseness will be all too obvious. Presence creates a 
mirror in which our actions are more clearly reflected, and yet every
thing possible should be done to prevent an artificial self-conscious
ness, a second-guessing of oneself, from developing. The best way to 
do this is to remind everyone that this conversation happens in a con
text of love and friendship. The root meaning of sohbet is hubb, love 
or affection.

There is also a place for more informal sharing within a Sufi group. 
We have found it usefill to regularly break into smaller groups in 
which people can share their hearts as equal human beings with as 
^ttle formality as possible. We also have tea together and a light social 

tlrnc at the end of an evening meeting. There is a need for more than 
One kind of sharing.

Sohbet is a tool of self-knowledge. It is the structure and process
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that allow this even more than the content. People learn to keep their 
attention on the process at hand, to keep ego out of the way. Sohbet 
develops great powers of active listening. Something quite extraordi
nary develops in a circle of spiritual friends who can maintain this 
subtle discipline of conversation. Sometimes there are long silences, as 
there is no felt need to fill the emptiness. Sometimes the shaikh poses 
questions and stimulates people to deeper levels of inquiry. Ideally, 
sohbet is a multileveled experience. A skilled leader will meet people 
where they are but will also direct them toward the highest level 
of understanding possible. Spiritual conversation does not address 
itself to the lowest common denominator. Ours is very much a tra
dition in which the power of the word as a living source of grace is 
acknowledged.

The Courtesy of the Path

T
he Sufis created a system of human development 
grounded in love and using the power of love to awaken and 
transform human beings. Rumi taught that it is everyone’s po
tential to master the art of loving. Love is the answer to the problem 

of human existence.
The way to God passes through servanthood. The point is to love 

and be connected with others in that love. The form of Sufi work is 
typically a group, or spiritual guild. The Sufis created a milieu in 
which human love was so strong that it naturally elevated itself to the 
level of cosmic love. All forms of love eventually lead to spiritual love. 
“'Asbqolsun” they say in Turkish: “May it become love.” The Sufis 
cultivated a kindness and refinement in which love fermented into a 
fine wine. They encouraged service to humanity as an expression of 
the love they felt. They accepted a rigorous discipline in order to keep 
the fire of love burning strongly.

The porter runs to the heavy load and takes it from others, 
knowing burdens are the foundation of ease 
and bitter things the forerunners of pleasure.
See the porters struggle over the load!
It’s the way of those who see the truth of things.
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Paradise is surrounded by what we dislike; 
the fires of hell are surrounded by what we desire.

—ROmT, m, 11, 1834-37

One of the most important guiding principles in the Sufi way of 
life is adab, which can be translated as courtesy, respect, appropriate 
behavior. Adab is not mere formality; it helps to create the context in 
which we develop our humanness. Every situation and relationship 
has its own adab: between students on the path, in relation to family 
members and elders, in relation to one’s shaikh. Every level of being 
also has its adab, including coming into the presence of Truth (al- 
Haqq).

Muhammad said: “None of you will have authentic faith until your 
hearts are made right, nor will your hearts be made right until 
your tongues be made right, nor will your tongues be made right 
until your actions be made right.”

As one begins to become aware of the benefits and possibilities of 
adab, it becomes strikingly clear how much has been lost in contempo
rary culture in the name of some hypothetical personal freedom and 
individuality. When a dervish steps over the threshold into a Sufi 
tekke, he leaves the “world” (dunya) and its concerns behind. He 
never steps on the threshold, but over it. The tekke is the school of 
love. We come there to observe, listen, and learn, and to practice ser
vice—not to pursue the ambitions of the world, not to satisfy or pro
mote our own egos, nor to consume exciting “spiritual” experiences.

It is recommended to arrive at the tekke in a state of ablution—this 
can consist of taking a shower shortly beforehand. It’s good to have a 
clean breath and body. One might even consider what one eats before 
a gathering. If some have the fragrance of musk and roses, while others 
smell of garlic and onions, the atmosphere suffers. Wearing modest, 
clean, and simple clothes is a sign of self-respect. We are coming to a 
place and occasion of worship—not to a sporting event or a nightclub.

It is important that we arrive at least a little before the actual time 
of the meeting—ten minutes early is recommended. Americans may 
need to learn that it is not necessary to give an obligatory hug to every-
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one—especially before the meeting, when there may be little time. 
Once the meeting has begun, our focus is on the process that has 
begun. Latecomers should find a place to sit if there is room in the 
circle—but without disturbance of anyone’s meditation. At the end of 
zikr, we greet the people to our right and left by kissing their hands 
and giving thanks. It is intended, however, for this to be a simple 
greeting, not an extended meditation.

Anyone sponsoring a newcomer to the tekke should first, if possible, 
introduce him or her to the appropriate people. Traditionally there 
was what was called the meydanji-bashi, who would be both the keeper 
of the sacred space and a kind of host who would assist newcomers 
further, if necessary, and also introduce them to the shaikh and his 
wife.

The life of the tekke brings us into relationship with people whom 
we might not choose to be with in the everyday world, and yet slowly 
we come to understand that every relationship is important and has 
been provided as an opportunity to know ourselves and purify our 
hearts. This circle of lovers is learning to manifest the reality of One
ness (tawhid), the reality of brotherhood/sisterhood/fellowship. We 
must treat each other not just as family but even better than most 
families treat each other. It may be that at the tekke we learn how to 
treat our own family as they ought to be treated.

We learn to observe, to control our impulses when that is called for, 
and to lose our “selves” when that is called for. We learn to behave as 
if everyone else is of a higher station than ourselves. Our conversation 
is centered on God and coming into harmony with God and each 
other. Gossip or backbiting is one of the worst actions any seeker can 
indulge in—not only the speaking of it but the listening to it as well. 
Backbiting was defined by the Prophet Muhammad as saying anything 
behind a person’s back that would displease them (whether it is true 
or not). He said that backbiting or gossip is worse than ten adulteries, 
or like eating a corpse!

Since we are attempting to bring ourselves into alignment with Re
dly, we will face many tests, and it is inevitable that there will be 
tome interpersonal tensions from time to time. Adab helps us to avoid
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some of the destructive behaviors that could disturb or even destroy / 
relationships in a Sufi halka (circle).

A special relationship exists between the dervish and his or her 
shaikh. The respect and affection that develops results in consideration 
and attentiveness to the shaikh, especially during meetings. The shaikh 
is the one who sets the tone of the circle and guides the discourse. 
Ideally, in his function as shaikh he is like an empty center who re
sponds to the innermost needs of the circle. He perceives the spiritual 
winds, trims the sails, and sets the course of the boat.

We may not always agree with our shaikh. Tradition advises that we 
take and apply what is useful or meaningful but do not forget those 
words we could not entirely agree with or understand, and keep them 
accessible. It may be that one day, far from the dervish circle and 
the shaikh, we will find in the words that were rejected something 
important.

According to my observations of Arab, Turk, Persian, Pakistani, 
Indonesian, African, and Western Sufis, adab seems to be one of the 
constants of Sufi interaction. I have tried to distill some principles 
from the various forms of adab that I have witnessed in various Sufi 
gatherings. Our possibilities together on this path would be served by 
increasing our awareness of some of these principles:

To be straightforward with sincerity and truthfulness.
To be aware of and have regret for our own faults, rather than 

finding fault with others.
To be free from the preoccupation with and worry, vanity, and 

ambition over the world and the worldly.
To be indifferent to the praise or blame of the general public.
To do what one does for Allah’s sake—not out of desire for reward 

or fear of punishment.
To adopt an appropriate humility and invisibility in public and in 

the meetings of the dervishes.
To serve the good of one’s brothers and sisters with all one’s physi

cal and other resources.
To seek to heal any wound one may have caused to another, and to 

correct any misunderstanding within three days, if possible.

To know that no good will come out of the expression of anger or 
excessive hilarity.

To be patient with difficulties.
To be indifferent to favor or benefit for oneself, for “receiving one’s 

due.”
To be free of spiritual envy and ambition, including the desires to 

lead or teach.
To strive to increase one’s knowledge of Sufism (including Qur’an, 

Hadith, and the wisdom of the saints).
To be willing to struggle with one’s ego as much as it prevents one 

from following proper adab, and to realize that the greatest ally is 
Love.

To have a shaikh whom one loves and is loved by, and to cultivate 
this relationship;

To accept suggestions and even criticism from one’s shaikh with 
gratitude and nondefensiveness. (The proper response is always 
“Eyvallah”—“All good comes from God.”)

To keep no secrets from one’s shaikh.
To not reveal any extraordinary states that occur during one’s wor

ship or practice, except to one’s shaikh.
To consult one’s shaikh over major decisions in life, including jour

neys.
To do neither less nor more than the practices suggested by one’s 

shaikh (although to ask for more is always permitted).
To seek instead to make one’s practices more and more inwardly 

sincere, rather than outwardly apparent.
To realize that one’s shaikh is a human being with his or her own 

limitations; he or she has some states that are inspired and some 
states that are not. Yet if there is enough love between dervish and 
shaikh, the limitations of personality will be gracefully overcome.

As a friend of ours, Shaikh Tosun Bayrak al-Jerrahi, said, “As diffi
cult as it may be to find a perfect shaikh, it is more difficult to be a 

minimal dervish.”

In one of the earliest Sufi texts, Kashf al-Mahjub by Hujwiri, Abu 
Hafi Haddad Nayshaburi is quoted: “Sufism, in its entirety, consists
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of various forms of adab. Each moment, each station, and each state 
has its proper action. To express the behavior appropriate to each mo
ment is to attain the measure of the great Sufis. Whoever fails in this 
adab cannot imagine nearness to God, nor that God might accept his 
behavior.”

What Is a Muhib, ‘Ashiq,
Murid, or Shaikh?

| STORY

O
NE DAY MEVLANA WAS SITTING WITH HIS CIRCLE IN 

spiritual conversation when a certain man appeared. By his 
rustic clothing he looked as if he had come from some poor 
village. He had never been in such a circle, but he showed appreciation 

for the themes being discussed. Mevlana kindly asked him whether he 
had come with a question.

"My master, I have heard so many conflicting things about shaikhs, 
dervishes, muhibs, ‘dshiqs, and murids. Could you possibly clarify the 
meaning of these words?”

“Very well,” Mevlana said. “Please sit right here, and when the time 
is right and if the permission is given by God, I will try to say some
thing.” Well, as die conversation, or sohbet, continued, suddenly 
Mevlana interrupted and said to one of his students, “My son, we 
have a treasure being held for us in Spain. Would you go there and 
fetch it for us?”

Now, of course, back in the thirteenth century, a trip to Spain was 
an unimaginable undertaking, full of dangers and uncertainties. Not 
suprisingly, this dervish balked at the idea and said, “Master, I have 
no idea where Spain is. How could I manage to find my way there?”
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Oh Lord, you are right. These are the ancient times, when such a I 

thing is nearly impossible. Never mind.” And so he continued with I 
the sohbet. But after a while he said to another dervish, “My son, we 
have a legacy in Spain. Would you go there and bring it back?”

“My shaikh,” the dervish answered, “haven’t you already said such 
a thing is nearly impossible?” I

“Oh yes, that’s right. These are the ancient times, and such a thing 
would be extremely difficult. Forgive me.”

Finally, after some time, Mevlana turned to the rustic villager and 
said, “Will you go and get it?”

The poor villager only said, “Eyvallah, so be it, Effendi,” then stood 
and asked permission to leave. All the while he was thinking, “Mev
lana is a great man. He must have a good reason to ask such a thing 
of me.”

And so in complete trust he set off on his way. Almost immediately 
a rider came and offered him a ride as far as the seacoast. There he 
found a ship headed for Spain, and he was able to sign on as a crew 
member. When, finally, he arrived in Spain, he wandered through 
several cities, and one day he met a man who seemed very excited.

“Thanks be to God,” he said, “at last you are here. I have been 

expecting you.”
Very overcome, our man said, “Why me?”
“Well, aren’t you the one Mevlana sent to get the treasure? If so, 

let’s go home right now.”
There in his home the strange man brought out two coffers of gold 

belonging to Mevlana and threw in a bit of gold for the return trip as 
well, but not without suggesting that the traveler take a few days’ rest 

before returning.
Bewildered, our man asked, “Can you please explain what is going 

on?
“Years ago I was the captain of a ship,” related the strange man. 

“One day my ship encountered a great storm far at sea. We did every
thing humanly possible to keep afloat, but it was not looking good. 
Facing this hopeless situation, I began to pray. Suddenly I remem
bered that I was once told about a great saint who lived in faraway 
Anatolia, a friend of God who could succor those who call upon him.

Even though I did not know him personally, I called from the depths 
of my heart. Immediately the ship seemed to steady itself; the sea 
aimed a little bit. I raised my head in gratitude, and high upon the 

mast I saw a man clad in a green turban who seemed to be whirling 
majestically high above me. I did not need to ask. I knew him to be 

the saint I had called. Not knowing what else I could offer, I promised 
him this gold, and since that day I have kept it safely for him. Last 
night I saw him in a dream, and he showed you to me and told me 
that I should give this treasure to you. This morning as I left my 
bouse, you were the first person I met.”

The villager from Anatolia accepted the hospitality of this captain 
and friend of Mevlini’s, and a deep friendship began to develop. On 
die following afternoon, however, while walking through the streets 
ofthis town, the villager glimpsed a beautiful young woman, so beau
tiful that he was overcome with speechlessness. Not knowing what else 
to do, he went back to the captain and told him that he had fallen 
head over heels in love with this beauty. “Please help me to win this 

woman’s hand.”
After some inquiries, they ascertained that she was the daughter of 

one of the richest men in town. Considering his own situation as a 
poor foreigner in Spain, he realized there was very little hope to pres
ent his proposal to the father. But finally the captain, whose heart was 
a big as the ocean itself, went to the girl’s father and made the situa

tion of the desperate young man clear.
The father, looking for a way to escape the proposal of the poor 

I young man, thought that if he were to demand a certain amount of 

gold as a dowry, this poor young man would realize the hopelessness 
ofthe situation and give up his dream of marriage. And so the message 

I ws conveyed.
1 Our Anatolian friend, however, did have within his possession the 

I treasure that he was meant to return to Mevlana, and so, forgetting all 
I in his great passion, he brought the gold to the father. A promise is a 

I promise, and there was no way that this honorable man could refuse 

I <be young Turk any longer. Preparations for a great wedding began. 

I W | a great wedding took place.
I After the wedding, however, on their first night of intimacy, our
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friend heard a voice in the darkness: “My son, did we send you to 
this foreign land only to enjoy these pleasures? Haven’t you forgotten 
something?” Horrified, remembering his task, he clung to his beautiful 
new wife, knowing, however, that he must return immediately.

“Darling, I have made a big mistake. I had forgotten the very reason 
I made this long journey, and I have lost Mevlana’s gold.”

“Did that voice we heard belong to the true owner of the gold?” 
his wife asked.

“So, you heard it, too? That is the truth,” he answered.
“I will go to my father and ask him for the gold,” she said without 

hesitation.
Out of his great love for his daughter the father gave her the gold 

without any questions, and the two of them set off for Anatolia. Their 
journey was long and difficult, but by the grace of God, they arrived 
back in Anatolia at the dergah of Mevlana.

He asked her to wait at the threshold while he entered the hall 
where Mevlana was speaking with a circle of dervishes. He quietly 
took a place in the corner so as not to disturb the conversation. After 
a while Mevlana turned toward our friend and said, “My son, do you 
remember? You had posed a question? Now we can answer it.

“A muhib, a friend, is anyone who loves the Way, the School, and 
the Teacher, even though he may not be an initiate. He supports the 
Way by whatever means are at his disposal—with money, if he has it, 
or with his possessions, his time, or whatever is called for. And yet he 
does not choose to be a full member of our circle. The captain in 

Spain was such a muhib.
“A murid, a disciple, is someone who, when the shaikh makes a 

request, tries his best to fulfill it—even if the request is ‘Go to Spain!’ 

That is what you were in this case.
“An ‘ashiq, a lover, is someone who is drawn to the fire and simply 

goes toward it, without knowing why or how it will end. Your wife, 
in this case, is such an ‘ashiq.

“And I guess a shaikh is someone who can assume this role while 
knowing that God really does it all.”

TRADITION
AND SOURCES

-------------- --------------------------------



The Living Word

O
NCE I ASKED A CERTAIN SUFI SHAIKH IF HE HAD ANY 
advice about how to read the Qur’an. His answer has re

mained imprinted in my mind and heart: “When you read it 

as if you are reading the word of God, it will open its secrets to you.” 

What could it mean to call a spiritual text the word of God? Long 

ago I stopped believing in such absolutes. If ever I had “blind faith,” 

it was shattered by my early teens when I began to read the existential

ists—Nietzsche, Camus, Heidegger. By my college years I was at home 

with Lao Tzu, Padmasambhava, and Hui Neng. Only much later did 

I finally meet the masters of Sufism: ‘Attar, Ibn ‘Arabi, and Jalaluddln 

Rumi. None of the writings of these masters, though supremely in

spired, could have been described as “the word of God.”

And, in fact, these Sufi writings were sometimes presented as teach

ings for initiates that transcended the exoteric religious teaching pre

sented by prophets for the masses. The assumption was that mystics 

of a certain attainment showed respect to the outer religion of their 

society but became universal beings, inwardly free of all forms. In 

certain spiritual circles, the great Sufis were selectively quoted with an 

emphasis on their most unitive states, in which they uttered truths 

that seemed to support the formless, eclectic “truth” that many people 

in the West had arrived at after some experience with meditation or 

other mind-altering experiences.
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Didn’t Rumi, for instance, say: “What shall I do, O Muslims, for 1 
do not recognize myself? I am neither Christian, nor Jew, nor Magian, 
nor Muslim.” And the great Turkish bard Yunus Emre could say: 
“Truth is an ocean; the sacred law is a ship. But the sea can always 
smash the ship, and many have never plunged into the Ocean.”1

What was not obvious was that the statements of the classical Sufis 
presupposed an acceptance of the stabilizing principles of Islamic prac
tice and the revelation of the Qur’an. Their radical and ecstatic utter
ances were intended within their own context to urge people beyond 
an identification with unexamined assumptions and forms. Neverthe
less, they themselves considered the “way of Muhammad,” as they un
derstood it, to be their own true path, and the Quranic revelation as a 
pure, inexhaustible spring of wisdom and guidance.

In fact, it is in these writers that we meet the Qur’an in its most 
accessible form. We find them continually quoting from or alluding 
to the Qur’an, and we begin to have a sense of the depths of meaning 
to be found in this Book. Some Sufi shaikhs even recommend that 
students first approach the Qur’an through the writings of the “friends 
of God,” the waliullah, before one approaches the Qur’an directly. I 
suspect two reasons for this. Mevlana Rumi said, “The Qur’an is a 
shy bride.” It is better to meet her through a close friend. Equally true, 
the Qur’an is a mirror; what we will see in this mirror will be a reflec
tion of ourselves, and this reflection may include our own shadow.

It is not uncommon for first-time Western readers to see the Divine 
wrath in this mirror, and there is no doubt that the Qur’an is Rill of 
warning. It tirelessly warns of the dire consequences for those who 
transgress “against their own souls” and “spread corruption upon the 
earth.” The Qur’an is a book that comprehends the whole of human 
life, and if we look at the history of human life on this earth, we must 
admit the terrible consequences of human selfishness and cruelty.

Revelation, being the complete and unsentimental Truth, must de
lineate both the mercy and the wrath. And yet a Hadlth Qudsl says, 
My Mercy is greater than My Wrath. In fact, from the highest point of 
view, there is even more “mercy” in the wrath than there is wrath.

'Yunus Emre, The Drop That Became the Sea (Putney, Vt.: Threshold Books, 1987).

——————————-

flie stringency of the wrath, which is the lawful consequences of turn
ing our backs to Reality, may turn us in the direction of Truth, may 
[tconnect us with our Source.

I on think of many reasons why the Qur’an might be important to 
us today. To begin with, it is one of the two most influential books in 
human history. Because this Book plays a more central role within 
Islam than does any sacred text in any other religion, it has probably 
surpassed the Bible in the degree to which it has been read, memo
rized, and accepted as a guide to everyday life.

The Qur’an is considered the foremost miracle of Islam. Fourteen 
centuries ago the Qur’an and the Prophet who received it magnetized 
a backward and feuding people until their spiritual conviction and 
commitment to social justice spread through most of the known world 
in little more than a century.

I For the next thousand years the principles derived from the Qur’an 
and the example of Muhammad created a relatively unified society, 

I characterized by a high level of personal sanctity and social justice. It 
was 1 world culture in which religious pluralism was accepted, women 
obtained more rights than in most cultures, class exploitation was les
sened, science flourished side by side with religion, and mysticism per
mated everyday life. Contrary to popular conceptions, it was a society 
relatively free of interpersonal and sectarian violence. One has only 
to compare the conditions in that society with the relatively abysmal 
conditions in most of the world to see that something extraordinary 
bad been established. The influence of the Qur’an set in motion a 
spiritual and social transformation of a magnitude that has not been 
surpassed by any ideology in the history of human life.

Nevertheless, the last few centuries have seen a gradual degeneration 
and stagnation within most Islamic societies, which was further accel- 
erated by negative impacts both during and following the colonialist 
period. Furthermore, since the centrality and authenticity of the 
Qur’an have been accepted by every major Sufi master—from BistamI 
loHallaj, from Ibn ‘Arabi to Shams of Tabriz and Rumi, from Hazrat 
bavat Khan to Bawa Muhaiyadeen—this book deserves the careful 
notion of anyone drawn to the Sufi path.

Finally, the Qur’an is a book of spiritual guidance that offers knowl-
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edge of the structure of reality and the purpose of human life. It chal
lenges the human being to become fully human and conscious of God. 
The level of personal work that it asks of the average human being is 
very high. It oudines a way of life and spiritual practice that would 
put the Divine Reality into the center of human consciousness.

The influence of the Qur’an has been a major uplifting agency in 
human affairs. It asks us to become people “whom neither business nor 
possessions can divert from the remembrance of God, nor from regular 
prayer, nor from the practice of regular charity, and who remain ever 
vigilant regarding that day when hearts and eyes will be transformed1' 
[Surah Ibrahim (i4):37).

The Qur’an should be approached and judged on its own terms.

W/ they not, then, try to understand this Qur'an? Had it issued 
from any but God, they would surely have found in it many 
inner contradictions. [Surah an-Nisa’ (4):82]

It is He who sent down to you in truth the Book, confirming 
what went before it. He sent down the Law [of Moses] and the 
Gospel before this as a guide to mankind. And [now] He has 
revealed the Criterion. [Surah al-’Imran (3):3)

And if you doubt any part of what We have bestowed from on 
high, step by step, upon Our servant, then produce a surah of 
similar merit, and call upon any other than God to bear witness 
for you—z/ what you say is true. [Surah al-Baqarah 
(2):23J

As the selections above suggest, the Qur’an is a book without inter
nal contradictions. It is from the same source as previous revelations, 
including those of Moses and Jesus. Finally, for those who can hear it 
and understand it in Arabic, the tongue of its revelation, the Qur’an 
is expressed in a language of unsurpassed depth and beauty.

To begin to appreciate what the Qur’an is, it is necessary to first of 
all understand how it was revealed, for the circumstances of its revela
tion are unique. Virtually every other religious canon can be shown to

-------------------------------------------

be die product of various human minds telling a story, or commenting 
upon the experience of an enlightened being. We have such texts 
within Islam as well. A few may contain the words of the prophet or 
enlightened one of the religion in question, although most of these 
are likely to be spuriously mixed with words of known or unknown 
attribution, as in the case of the Gospels, for instance. The Hadlth, or 
sayings of Muhammad, having been subjected to the most rigorous 
historical criteria; nevertheless they cannot be proven to be wholly free 
of fabrication or distortion. The Qur’an itself is in a unique position 
both in terms ofhow it was preserved and, even more important, how 
it was received.

Muhammad at age forty was a respected member of the Quraysh 
tribe of Mecca and a manager of caravans owned by his wife Khadija. 
He was an independent seeker in a commercial, tribal society that 
placed very little value on spirituality. From time to time he would 
seclude himself in a cave on Mount Hlra for the purpose of spiritual 
retreat. One night a handsome being appeared and said to him, “Re-

• Bate.
“But I cannot,” Muhammad replied.

Again the being commanded him, and again Muhammad declined, 
finally, the being took him in a crushing embrace, released him, and 
said, “Recite, in the name of your Lord, who created mankind from a
speck...

Muhammad was terrified by the experience and rushed home to his 
wife “Cover me,” he pleaded, “for I may be losing my mind.” 
Khadija reassured him that a man such as he did not lose his mind. 
She consulted with her uncle Waraqa, a wise man with an inclination 
toward Christian belief. Upon hearing the exact words given by the 
strange being in the cave, Waraqa believed that Muhammad had been 
visited by the Archangel Gabriel and had received a revelation like the 
prophets of earlier times.

This first revelation to Muhammad was followed by a silence of 
many months, and then the revelations began to be more regular. The 
effect on Muhammad was overwhelming—he would sweat, he would 
cover himself, sometimes the revelations would come while he was
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riding a camel, and the camel would fall to its knees, unable to hold 
him in that state.

The chapters of the revelation would usually come to Muhammad 
in response to the circumstances of his life. It was as if a dialogue had 
begun between one man and the Intelligence of the Universes. It was 
a dialogue both specifically addressed to Muhammad and of universal 
application at the same time. It was in a language of inimitable beauty 
and power, such that people would frequently weep upon hearing it.

The Qur’an is a revelation that was given in the clear light of histor
ical time. It came through Muhammad but was clearly not from Mu
hammad. He was, after all, a man who, despite his widely recognized 
sincerity and trustworthiness, was unlettered and had very little expo
sure to or knowledge of any of the religious traditions of the world. 
Nevertheless, the Qur’an has a quality of its own, of a different literary 
order than the sayings of the Prophet himself, which have been pre
served and which also form an important part of the Islamic tradition. 
The Qur’an resonates in the heart with an archetypal call to recognize 
the order and beneficence of the seen and unseen worlds, promising 
happiness and peace for those whose hearts can hear, and unhappiness 
and ruin for those who spread corruption and injustice on the face of 
the earth. It is a plea to human beings to recognize the good and to 
cease destroying their own souls.

The Qur’an is said to have been transmitted from Allah by the 
Archangel Gabriel, who is understood to be the archetypal intelligence 
of humanity. Human language strains and is almost torn apart by the 
power of this revelation. The first-time reader is confronted with a text 
more avant-garde, in a sense, than anything the world has produced 
in this century. Its nonlinearity leads one into a timeless universe; its 
multiplicity of ideas, images, and symbols all point and refer to a mas
ter Truth of Divine Beneficence. It offers to the restless human mind 
a vast landscape of detail and meaning that gradually leads to the real
ization of the unity of Being. It shifts our concerns from the multiplic
ity to one underlying Compassionate Reality.

THE WORD

The Word can be understood as that which establishes and confirms 
the relationship between the Divine and the human. What the Divine

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

speaks to humanity concerns Reality and Truth. It is given to human 
beings as a dear guidance amid the tests of this earthly life. The Reve- 
bnon is meant to be reflected upon, taken into ourselves, and then: 
tfisWord will find its fulfillment in sincerity and justice [Surah al-An’am 
(H

aware how God sets forth the likeness of a good word?
It is firmly rooted like a good tree, its branches reaching toward 
the sly, yielding its fruit at all times by the permission of its 
Sustainer.

And in this way God seis forth likenesses for human beings,
I 10 that they might reflect upon the truth.

And the likeness of a corrupt word is that of a corrupt tree, 
tom up upon the face of the earth, unable to endure.

God grants firmness to those who have attainedfaith through 
the word that is unshakably true in the life of this world as well 
os in the life to come; but the wrongdoers are allowed to stray, 
ad God does as He wills. [Surah Ibrahim (i4):24—27]

The Word will also stand against those who deny what is Real, the 
bifid order, and, as the Qur’an often reminds, will be a proof against 
them. Muhammad Asad, the translator of the passage above, suggests 
dm “the Word” often means “promise,” that “the Word” is the 
promise of the Divine to humanity.

In its wider meaning, the term kalimah (“word”) denotes 
any conceptual statement or proposition. Thus a “good 
word” circumscribes any proposition (or idea) that is intrin
sically true and—because it implies a call to what is good in 
the oral sense—is ultimately beneficent and enduring; and 
since a call to moral righteousness is the innermost purport 
of every one of God’s messages, the term “good word” ap
plies to them as well. Similarly, “the corrupt word” men
tioned in verse 26 applies to the opposite of what the divine 
message aims at: namely, to every idea that is intrinsically 
hist or morally evil and, therefore, spiritually harmful.2

Mahunmad Asad, The Message of the Qur’an (Gibraltar: Dar al-Andalus, 1980), p. 376.
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riding a camel, and the camel would fall to its knees, unable to hold 
him in that state.

The chapters of the revelation would usually come to Muhammad 
in response to the circumstances of his life. It was as if a dialogue had 
begun between one man and the Intelligence of the Universes. It was 
a dialogue both specifically addressed to Muhammad and of universal 
application at the same time. It was in a language of inimitable beauty 
and power, such that people would frequently weep upon hearing it.

The Qur’an is a revelation that was given in the clear light of histor
ical time. It came through Muhammad but was clearly not from Mu
hammad. He was, after all, a man who, despite his widely recognized 
sincerity and trustworthiness, was unlettered and had very little expo
sure to or knowledge of any of the religious traditions of the world. 
Nevertheless, the Qur’an has a quality of its own, of a different literary 
order than the sayings of the Prophet himself, which have been pre
served and which also form an important part of the Islamic tradition. 
The Qur’an resonates in the heart with an archetypal call to recognize 
the order and beneficence of the seen and unseen worlds, promising 
happiness and peace for those whose hearts can hear, and unhappiness 
and ruin for those who spread corruption and injustice on the face of 
the earth. It is a plea to human beings to recognize the good and to 
cease destroying their own souls.

The Qur’an is said to have been transmitted from Allah by the 
Archangel Gabriel, who is understood to be the archetypal intelligence 
of humanity. Human language strains and is almost torn apart by the 
power of this revelation. The first-time reader is confronted with a text 
more avant-garde, in a sense, than anything the world has produced 
in this century. Its nonlinearity leads one into a timeless universe; its 
multiplicity of ideas, images, and symbols all point and refer to a mas
ter Truth of Divine Beneficence. It offers to the restless human mind 
a vast landscape of detail and meaning that gradually leads to the real
ization of the unity of Being. It shifts our concerns from the multiplic
ity to one underlying Compassionate Reality.

THE WORD

The Word can be understood as that which establishes and confirms 
the relationship between the Divine and the human. What the Divine 

rfjfa to humanity concerns Reality and Truth. It is given to human 
as a dear guidance amid the tests of this earthly life. The Reve

ll is meant to be reflected upon, taken into ourselves, and then: 
faVord will find its fulfillment in sincerity andjustice [Surah al-An’am

Amt you aware how God sets forth the likeness of.a good word? 
his firmly rooted like a good tree, its branches reaching toward 
the sky, yielding its fruit at all times by the permission of its 
Sustainer.

And in this way God sets forth likenesses for human beings, 
si that they might reflect upon the truth.

And the likeness of a corrupt word is that of a corrupt tree, 
tom up upon the face of the earth, unable to endure.

God grants firmness to those who have attainedfaith through 
ibt word that is unshakably true in the life of this world as well 
is in the life to come; but the wrongdoers are allowed to stray, 
ad God does as He wills. [Surah IbrahIm (14) .-24—27]

The Word will also stand against those who deny what is Real, the 
L4il order, and, as the Qur’an often reminds, will be a proof against 
dm Muhammad Asad, the translator of the passage above, suggests 
lint “the Word” often means “promise,” that “the Word” is the 
promise of the Divine to humanity.

In its wider meaning, the term kalimah (“word”) denotes 
any conceptual statement or proposition. Thus a “good 
word” circumscribes any proposition (or idea) that is intrin
sically true and—because it implies a call to what is good in 
the oral sense—is ultimately beneficent and enduring; and 
since a call to moral righteousness is the innermost purport 
of every one of God’s messages, the term “good word” ap
plies to them as well. Similarly, “the corrupt word” men
tioned in verse 26 applies to the opposite of what the divine 
message aims at: namely, to every idea that is intrinsically 
fe or morally evil and, therefore, spiritually harmful.2

’^mmadAsad, The Message of the Qur’an (Gibraltar: Dar al-Andalus, 1980), p. 376.
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Although it is unlikely that Muhammad had any direct contact with 
the Torah or the New Testament, “the Word of God” as presented in 
the Qur’an is remarkably consistent with the notion of the “word” as 
expressed in both of these: “Man does not live by bread alone, but by 
every word that proceeds from the mouth of God.” Furthermore, in 
the Qur’an, Jesus himself is referred to as “zz word” from God.

According to Seyyed Hossein Nasr:

The Word of God in Islam is the Qur’an; in Christianity it 
is Christ. The vehicle of the Divine Message in Christianity 
is the Virgin Mary; in Islam it is the soul of the Prophet. 
The Prophet must be unlettered for the same reason that the 
Virgin Mary must be virgin. The human vehicle of a Divine 
Message must be pure and untainted. The Divine Word can 
only be written on the pure and ‘untouched’ tablet of human 
receptivity. If this Word is in the form of flesh the purity is 
symbolized by the virginity of the mother who gives birth to 
the Word, and if it is in the form of a book this purity is 
symbolized by the unlettered nature of the person who is 
chosen to announce the Word among men. . . The unlet
tered nature of the Prophet demonstrates how the human 
recipient is completely passive before the Divine. Were this 
purity and virginity of the soul not to exist, the Divine Word 
would in a sense become tainted with purely human knowl
edge and not be presented to mankind in its pristine purity.3

-’Seyyid Hossein Nasr, Ideals and Realities of Islam (London, George Allen & Unwin, 
1966), p. 43.

The Qur’an refers to itself as guidance for humanity [Surah al-Baqara 
(2):185]. Its task is to awaken faith in and awareness of the Unseen 
Beneficence. Allah, the One God of all religions, is the Master Truth 
of existence. The Qur’an speaks often and in many contexts about 
God, and all of these contexts must be interiorized into a wholeness 
in order to do justice to the Qur’an’s message. The Qur’an works by 
drawing our attention to certain evident facts—primarily the beauty, 
order, and intelligence evidenced in human nature and the natural

I jodd-and turning these facts into “reminders” of the existence of a 
laodent Unseen Intelligence.

Hie Qur’an has the ability to communicate to the majority of 
■,-in beings through concrete images and an essentially uncompli- 
ored message. Beyond its apparent simplicity it has served as a source 
^inspiration to the deepest souls and commanded the interest of the 
m intellects of all time. This ability to touch the minds and 
iansofall kinds of human beings is one sign of its divine origin. 
Inverses of the Qur’an are called ayats, literally “signs.” The same 

ion! is used in describing the perceptions that will be offered out- 
nfyand inwardly to the person of faith.

In lime ITr 5/w// fully understand Our signs in the
farthest horizons and within themselves, so that it will become 
dur to them that this [revelation] is indeed the truth. Is it not 
amifhtoknow that your Sustainer is a witness to everything?
[Surah Fussilat (4i):$3]

Hie apprehension of these signs depends not only upon our faculty 
ofason but also upon the cognitive powers of the heart. The Qur’an 
motions the kind of human being “who is humble before the Unseen 
Mng a heart that can respond?' [Surah Qaf (50)33].

And it says further that “Zr is a reminder to whoever has a heart and 
mlm their ears to witnessing' [Surah Qaf (50)37].

TONAL PRESENCE

HkQuran’s power to touch the heart of human beings resides in its 
tonal qualities as much as in its meaning. Within the milieu of Islamic 
practice, this is how one would be most likely to meet the Revela- 
doq—as recitation that carries the majesty of the Divine and as sound 
Au penetrates to the interior of the human being, to the most ind
ue dumber of the soul.

Reading the Qur’an in translation is not really reading the Qur’an 
a all, but a mere paraphrase of its meanings. This problem is com
panded by the tendency of Quranic translations to take their cues
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from the theologized conventions of biblical translation. These con

ventions are arguably insufficient to translate even the Gospels, be

cause they transpose the simple and direct Greek of the New 

Testament into a theological language that developed centuries later. 

To try to make the Qur’an sound like the Bible is to dress it in mis

sionary clothes.

Even some of the best translations are subject to striking distortion 

of this type, as for example, these lines from Yusuf Ali’s translation: 

“Owr religion is the baptism of Allah: And who can baptize better than 
Allah? And it is He Whom we worship" [Surah al-Baqarah (2): 138]. 

Compare this with Muhammad Asad’s translation: “Say: ‘Our life takes 
its hue from God! And who could give a better hue to life than God, if we 
but truly worship Him?’ ”

Fortunately for those who are engaged in Islamic practice, there is 

the requirement in the ritual prayer to include short selections of one’s 

own choice from the Qur’an in Arabic. In this way the worshiper 

acquires a store of tonal meanings that begin to live within. This is the 

Living Word of the Qur’an, a divine resonance in the heart of the 

faithful human being—the Qur’inization of memory.

The idea of a sacred language is relatively foreign and unfamiliar to 

the modern secular world. The text of the New Testament, for in

stance, would not generally be thought to have more efficacy in its 

original Greek than in a modern vernacular language. The language 

in which Jesus himself delivered his message, Aramaic, has practically 

disappeared from the face of the earth. The Church used Latin as a 

sacred language for centuries, but now that has been eroded. Likewise, 

the sacred texts of Buddhism may be in Sanskrit, Pali, Chinese, Ti

betan, or Japanese. These faiths depend instead on a sacred individual 

as the primary spiritual manifestation, namely Jesus or Buddha, more 

than they do on a sacred text and language.

Hinduism, Judaism, and Islam, on the other hand, are faiths based 

on sacred books and sacred languages in which a Divine Presence op

erates through language itself. In Islam there is a grace, a baraka, that 

is embodied in the language of the Qur’an. To recite or write the 

Qur’an is a sacred act. The divine text gradually becomes the universe 
in which one lives, its words providing a spiritual nourishment.
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I Ik essence of revelation is to remind us of our origin and nature 

I we have forgotten. It is the remedy for our ontological amnesia. 

I JofGod’s qualities have been kneaded into the bread of the human 

Lug with the pure water of God’s love. The water that made the 

possible has been forgotten. Mevlana Rumi said:

God has sent prophets and saints, like great clear waters, in 

order that the dark and murky waters touched by the clear 

waters might free themselves of their coincidental murkiness 

and discoloration. The murky water then “remembers.” 

When it sees itself clear, it realizes that it was originally clear 

and that its murkiness and discoloration are coincidental. It 

recalls how it was before the advent of these coincidentals 

and says, “This is what we were formerly sustained by" [Surah 

al-Baqarah (2):2$J. Prophets and saints, therefore, are “re

minders” of one’s past condition. They do not put anything 

new into one’s substance. Now every murky water that rec

ognizes that great water and says, “I am from and of this,” 

mingles with it. But murky waters, which do not recognize 

that water and think they are different or of another type, 

withdraw so into their murkiness and discoloration that they 

are unable to mingle with the sea. They become ever more 

estranged from the sea.4

The Qur’an challenges us not only to acknowledge the Reality that 

it proposes, but to live the kind of life that is in harmony with that 

Reality. From the standpoint of our own time and place, the Reality 

ad human ideal presented by the Qur’an must seem a remote possi- 
fty. To the extent that human beings have allowed their humanness 

■o degenerate, the “word,” the “promise” must seem unlikely, far
med, or even barely intelligible. Is it possible that a “word” has 

ken given to humanity that stands firm and unshakable amid all the 

’Wudes of time and place? That shaikh’s advice about reading the 

'in as if it were the Word of God continues to resonate. I return

Ah* mijfAz, Discourse 8.
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again and again to the pages of this Book, which itself claims not to 

contain any “crookedness. ” If I can find any crookedness in it, any 
inner contradiction, I might be able to say that here is an interesting 
text, an interesting product of the human imagination, but not a com
munication from the heart of Reality Itself.

It has begun to have an effect upon me, as-it has had on so many 
others much wiser than myself, of drawing me deeper and deeper into 
its Reality. The Qur’an establishes a profound and noble paradigm of 
the human being, of what human possibilities are. It also establishes 
the nature of Reality as fundamentally compassionate and generous 
toward all of creation, but most of all to the human being, its beloved 
representative upon the earth. Its light shines throughout history, re
vealing what is straight and true in all traditions, not because we have 
submitted in dogmatic compliance to its propositions, but because of 
the enduring Truth of its message. While I once thought that I could 
be the judge of Revelation, gradually I found that Revelation offers 
the criterion to discern what is essentially human and real. For more 
than two decades I have continued to return to this spring of wisdom 
with the question, “Can this Book really be what it claims to be? Does 
it offer the criterion for distinguishing what is really the most direct 
Way to well-being, to social justice, and to becoming fully human?”

To approach the Qur’an requires that we prepare ourselves to be 
receptive to it. It requires that we get in touch with the deeper dimen
sions of our own being. Mevlana Rumi has this to say about approach
ing the Qur’an:

The Qur’an is like a shy bride. Although you pull aside her 
veil, she will not show you her face. The reason you have no 
pleasure or discovery in all your study of it is that it rejects 
your attempt to pull off its veil. It tricks you and shows itself 
to you as ugly, as if to say, “I am not that beauty.” It is 
capable of showing any face it wants. If, on the other hand, 
you do not tug at the veil, but you acquiesce, give water to 
its sown field, do it service from afar and try to do what 
pleases it without pulling at its veil, it will show you its face.

Seek the people of God, enter among my servants; and enter my 

wWw [Surah al-Fajr (89):2£—30].
God does not speak to just anyone, as kings in this world do 

not speak to every weaver. They appoint viziers and deputies 

through whom people can reach them. So also has God selected 
2 certain servant to the end that whoever seeks God can find 

Him through that servant. All the prophets have come for the 
sole reason that they are the way.5

b order to truly and adequately apprehend the Qur’an, we must bring 
ourselves to that state that Muhammad and his companions were in 
as this revelation was being received. In other words, we must be as if 
k were living in the first twenty-three years during which it was re
vealed. If the Qur’an can contribute to our discovering within our
selves that same Source that first revealed this Book to Muhammad, 
(ben it will have accomplished the essential work of all spirituality—to 
reconnect the isolated human being with the Intelligence and Love of 
the universes.

Thus, step by step, We bestow from on high through this Qur'an 
all that gives health [to the spirit] and is a grace to those who 
have faith.... [Surah al-Isra’ (17)183]



175

The Example of Muhammad

he Way of Sufism is secured on the foundations 
the spiritual virtues and practices of the Prophet Muhammad. 

This Way has had its interpreters in every age, and yet it to I 

complete from the time of Muhammad. The Sufi way actualized and 

fulfilled certain qualities that had been latent in what was revealed , 

through Muhammad, and the literary, musical, aesthetic, and im

personal refinement of the Mevlevi Way, in particular, testify to it I 

inexhaustible treasure of Muhammadan spirituality. I

Most Westerners who are drawn to Sufism were first attracted h | 

its qualities and were only gradually led to understand how the quali

ties of Sufism are the fruit of the Quranic revelation and the example 

of Muhammad. Sufism is a wide and universal door that leads outof 

the prison of human vanity and conjecture to an expansive spiritual 

reality. After this reality has been tasted through experience, it is possi

ble to grasp how completely it is testified to by the revelation of the 

Qur’an and the life of Muhammad.
Sufism has been relatively free of the embellishments of theological 

speculation. By theological speculation I mean those notions that re

quire belief in theological constructs that are not verified by experi

ence. For instance, Sufism does not require us to believe that our 

salvation depends on our belief in the intercession of Muhammad, or 

the divinely revealed origin of the Qur’an, or the exclusive efficacy of

The Example of Muhammad
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Islamic practices. What Sufism proposes is that God’s Mercy has 
shown itself in various revelations to humankind by various messen
gers. The Qur’an is an example of this, and its historical soundness 
can be verified by the most rigorous standards. The spiritual path of 
Muhammad can be put to the test by any individual, and one can find 
out for oneself whether or not its practices remove the veils of human 
conditioning and open the heart to new spiritual realities. All of this 
depends on practice and effort, not on adherence to belief.

Love is both mystery and knowledge. Furthermore, it is a mystery 
that has spoken to us about itself in the form of those revelations and 
exemplars that have profoundly altered the course and quality of 

human history.
Without the character of Muhammad, who was called “the living 

Qur’an,” the early Muslim community would not have possessed the 
magnetic and inspired qualities that gave birth to a high level of cul
ture. Within a few generations, this impulse of Islam spread from the 

backwater of Arabia to become a vast civilization—a civilization based 

on a universal ideology of human equality, social justice, and divine 

remembrance.
Without the character of Muhammad, the whole spirit of Sufism is 

inconceivable. The study of the Prophet’s sayings and actions has al

ways been central to the curriculum of Sufism.

‘All, one of the Prophet’s closest companions and one of the first 
links in the chain of Sufism, preserved this saying:

Meditation in God is my capital.

Reason and sound logic are the root of my action. 

Love is the foundation of my existence.

Enthusiasm is the vehicle of my life.

Contemplation of Allah is my companion.

Faith is the source of my power.

Sorrow is my friend.

Knowledge is my weapon.
Patience is my clothing and virtue.
Submission to the Divine Will is my pride.

Truth is my salvation.
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Worship is my practice.
And in prayer lies the coolness of my eye 
and my peace of mind.

Muhammad’s character exemplified a life of love and became a model 
for all who were called Sufis. These Sufis in their turn continued this 
impulse into an ever more explicit expression of love.

Human history has no greater example of a figure who was both a 
contemplative and a social revolutionary. On the one hand Muham
mad devoted himself to meditation, vigils, and fasts; he opened his 
heart to the Invisible and there he heard Gabriel’s voice; he listened to 
the guidance that was given for the various circumstances he encoun
tered; and he transmitted a revelation and way of life for the benefit 
of humanity. After that revelation began, he also found himself re
sponsible for a growing community, and eventually a nation, which in 
an unbelievably short period of time became a unified and energized 
culture that swept across the world. For someone even cursorily ac
quainted with the facts, it would be difficult to deny that any other 
single human being has affected so great a number of people so deeply 
and in so many aspects of their lives. The way revealed through Mu
hammad and the Qur’an enlists from its more than one billion faithful 
a remarkable degree of commitment and energy: prayer and ablutions 
five times a day, a month-long fast, a universal pilgrimage, a single 
ritual prayer and Holy Book accepted by all Muslims, a practical and 
specific rule of social law governing business, social life, the family, 
and the individual.

What stands out in the prophet’s life are a combination of qualities 
that include sanctity, wisdom, faith, integrity, strength, justice, gener
osity, magnanimity, nobility, humanity, and modesty. It was these 
qualities that shaped the spiritual climate of Islam. Because Muham
mad’s speech and actions were remembered and preserved more ex
actly than perhaps any other historical personality, in the hearts of 
Muslims his life became a norm for all of human life. I

And yet Muhammad could not be confused with God. He listened 
to what the Divine revealed even when it criticized his own actions. I 
Even after he was the ruler of a state, he lived a life of voluntary I

poverty. He allowed his grandchildren to climb upon his back when 
he prostrated himself in prayer. He swept his own house and mended 
his own clothes. Once when an uncouth visitor relieved himself in 
the mosque, Muhammad himself cleaned it up without complaint. As 
I
IK utifiil as his character and behavior were, he did not claim infalli
bility for himself. He was known to ask God’s forgiveness many times 
a day. He can, however, be considered perfect in one important aspect: 
He passed on exacdy what was entrusted to him by God. He could do 
this, at least in part, because He was a tabula rasa on which God wrote 
His qualities. He was basically uneducated, but truthful and sincere, 
and could transmit the divine message without confusing it with his 
own ideas. He completely lacked ambition or opportunism. He was a 
direct instrument of God, and he faithfully fulfilled his purpose.

He showed by his own example the strength to affirm the Divine 
Truth within the soul and in the world. And yet his strength was 
balanced by magnanimity, liberality, generosity, and forgiveness. 
Melted in the Divine Being, detached from the ego and the world, he 
was a living example of the serenity of nonexistence. We do not melt 
in God without love; we do not survive in God without the humility 
of submission. Muhammad once expressed his own situation, and the 
situation of all human beings who realize their true Selves: “I am He 
and He is I, except that I am he who I am and He is He who He 
is.” The Prophet, as a true human being, is a threshold between two 
worlds-



Sayings of Muhammad

Honor your children, and thus improve their manners.

I The three best things:

to be humble amid the vicissitudes of fortune;

to pardon when powerful;

and to be generous with no strings attached.

Whoever does not express his gratitude to people 

will never be grateful to God.

Sayings of Muhammad
Selected and Translated by Kabir Helminski

The best people are those who are most useful to others.

Living among others is a cause for blessing, 

while sedusion is the cause of torment.

Islam began as something strange, 

and it will become thus again, 
as it was at the beginning.
Blessed, therefore, are the strangers.

The strangers are those who
restore what the people have corrupted of God’s law, 

as well as those
who revive what has been destroyed of it.

You will not enter paradise until you believe, 
and you will not 
believe until you love one another.
Let me guide you to something
in the doing of which you will love one another.
Give a greeting to everyone among you.

I was delegated as a prophet to perfect moral virtues.

Good character is half of faith.

God is merciful to those who show mercy to others. 

Power consists not in being able to strike another, 
but in being able to control oneself when anger arises.

Happy is the person who finds fault with himself instead of 

finding fault with others.

From morning until night and from night until morning, 

keep your heart free from malice toward anyone.

A perfect Muslim is one

from whose tongue and hands mankind is safe.

Islam is purity of speech and hospitality.

Every religion has a distinctive virtue, 

and the distinctive virtue of Islam is modesty.

Greet those whom you know and those whom you don’t know.

When asked what was most excellent in a human being, 
he answered: “A friendly disposition.”

The best of God’s servants are those who, when seen,

remind you of God;
and the worst of God’s servants are those who spread tales 

to do mischief and separate friends,

and look for the faults of the good.

Whoever believes in one God and the Hereafter,

k what is good or remain silent.
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He is the best Muslim whose disposition 
is most liked by his own family.

Respect the guest, and do not inconvenience your neighbors.

The faithful are as one person.
If a man complains of a pain in his head,
his whole body complains; and if his eye complains, 
his whole body complains.

He is not of us who is not affectionate to the little ones and 
does not respect the reputation of the old.

Truly, the farthest seat from me on the day of resurrection will 
be the garrulous, those who talk glibly, 
and those who talk tall.
And who is it that talk tall? The vainglorious.

God is gentle and loves gentleness.

Inscribed on the Prophet’s sword: 
Forgive him who wrongs you;
join him who cuts you off; do good to him who does evil to you; 
and speak the truth even if it be against yourself.

Whoever restrains his anger when he has the power to show it, 
God will give him a great reward.

Backbiting is more grievous than adultery, and God will not 
forgive the backbiter until the one wronged has forgiven him.

Keep yourselves far from envy, because it eats up and takes away
good actions as fire consumes and burns the

What actions are most excellent?
To gladden the heart of a human being, 
to feed the hungry, to help the afflicted, 
to lighten the sorrow of the sorrowful, 
and to remove the wrongs of the injured.

The Sacredness of Everyday Life

A
 SPIRITUALITY ADEQUATE TO OUR TIMES WOULD HAVE TO 
establish the sacredness of everyday life in the face of increas
ing challenges to our humanness. The acceleration of time, the 
coercion of mass media, the commercialization of human relation

ships, and the artificial environment that technology is creating—all 
serve to create conditions that present new and unforeseen challenges 
to the human soul. While we seem to be advancing technologically, 
the capacities for sustained attention, for spiritual aspiration, for 
deeper relationships, and for spiritual presence seem to be dimin
ishing.

Amid all this noise, are we becoming deaf to the overtones of tran
scendence? With so much entertainment at our fingertips, is humani
ty’s range of experience actually shrinking? Are we becoming trapped 
in appearances, oblivious to the essential ground of Being?

Sufism is a path formed from the cumulative experience and wis
dom of generations of human beings who have attempted to live ac
cording to what they consider a divine way of life and to empirically 
resolve the conflicts of existence. Sufism aims at the highest spiritual 
attainment within the context of everyday life. Sufism has been called 
“the path of return.” It is fundamentally a movement of consciousness 
from the state of separation, or exile, to a reunion with our Source. In 
essence, if we trace our own consciousness back to its Source, we will
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find that we have never been separate. We will experience the dissolv

ing of that which never was in that which has always been.
There is a Hadith Qudsi that aptly expresses the intimate union of 

the self and its Source:

As My servant continues to draw near to Me through 

voluntary practices,
I become the Hearing with which he or she hears, 
the Seeing with which he or she sees, 
the hand with which he or she touches, 
the feet with which he or she walks.

It should be clear from this saying that a mysterious cooperation is 
acknowledged between the human and the Divine. It is less a matter 
of the human knowing God than of God being discovered in all the 
sensibilities of the human. From the perspective of Truth, I cannot 
know God, but God is both the knower and the known. Only God 

knows God.
Practically speaking, what are the human capacities required to ex

perience the sacredness of everyday life?
We have a hearty by which is meant an organ of perception through 

which the reality of Spirit can be apprehended. We cannot begin the 
spiritual journey unless the “eye of the heart” is at least slightly open. 
It is for the heart to know that Reality which is not immediately appar
ent to the intellect or the senses. Every other organ of perception dis
cerns through its own limited window; only the heart sees from all 
sides at once and can perceive Oneness.

It is necessary to distinguish the heart from our common emotions 
that are rooted in our egoism and that mostly obscure the knowing of 
the heart. The spiritual process from this point of view is removing 
the distorting factors of egoism that veil the heart. This is often de
scribed as “polishing the mirror of the heart.” Muhammad said, 
“There is a polish for everything, and the polish for the heart is the 
remembrance of God.” The “remembrance of God” is not primarily 
an intellectual activity but a state in which consciousness expands into 
a sense of God’s “presence.” In other words, it could be understood 
as a state of individual presence in relation to an Infinite Presence.

In addition to the heart, a human being has the faculty of reason, 

the ability to consciously reflect. Reason helps us to assimilate the 

sacred knowledge and apply it to our own circumstances. This knowl

edge includes all the practical principles of how to live a more human 
life, which include prayer, fasting, contemplation, and service. It in
dudes all the modeling that has been offered by the realized men and 
women of the tradition. Reason helps us to apply the stories of their 
Ikes to our own lives. Thus, reason helps us to deal with our own 
conditioned thinking and to undo the knots in our subconscious. Rea
son helps us to purify the subconscious by replacing ego-based as

sumptions with the principles of Oneness.
The third element is will. We can do nothing unless we find the 

will to do it. The spiritual journey requires a commitment of will 
strong enough to overcome all distractions, unconsciousness, and 
compulsions of everyday life. It requires a master desire, a prioritizing 
of one’s life energies. Awakening the will requires a knowledge of how 
to ask for guidance, how to form an intention, how to activate our 
inner resources, and how to sustain our intention. For this we need
both the motivation of the heart—the core of our being—and the 
guidance of reason.

No mature shaikh, in my experience, would encourage seekers to 
abandon themselves to the Divine Will without first having experi
enced a “prior education” in which a healthy personal will was devel
oped—an education involving the development of reason, the practice 
of courtesy, ethics, and right livelihood.

There is a mystery connected with human will. A very strong case 
can be made that human beings only have the illusion of will and, in 
fan, possess little or no will of their own. Abu Bakr, that sincere com
panion of the Prophet Muhammad, said, “Glory be to God, who has 

| nor given any of His creatures a means of attaining knowledge of Him 
acept through the inability to attain knowledge of Him.” According 
10 what Abu Bakr says, the process of attaining union is the initiative 
and action of God in the heart of His creature. What appears to be 
°ur will is actually His. This, of course, is also logically consistent with 

notion of Oneness. The tradition teaches that there is and always 
been only one “religion,” and it is surrender to God, Reality,
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Truth. Although this Reality is a universal truth beyond forms, j] 
sharing how any tradition works, it is necessary to describe the con
tainer as well as what is contained. And so I would like to describe 
some elements of a typical Sufi practice.

A DAILY PRACTICE

I stand as a human being on earth, hands clasped at my solar plexus, 
asking for the strength to be more human. I bow from the waist as a 
servant of creation, remembering that each human being is God’s 
Ithalifi, His representative or caretaker on earth. After bowing, I stand 
again. I prostrate myself, head to the ground, and am grateful for 
this simple posture, which has guided me to a bodily experience of 
surrender—as the finite before the Infinite, as the conditioned before

There is a time before the first light of the new day when “the angels 
draw near to earth” to listen to the prayers of those who are awake. We 
understand this to mean that the “angelic powers” within ourselves are 
more available at this time. A few days each month I may undertake 
to fast. In this tradition a fast begins before the first light of dawn and 
continues until sunset. Fasting is a “meditation for the body.” Just as 
in meditation we empty the mind of thought, in fasting we empty the 
body of food and experience a new receptivity. Having eaten before 
sunrise, I will abstain from all food and drink until after sunset. This 
practice teaches how food can be a veil over the feelings. Fasting is a 
time of transparency, of fragility, of hunger. Withholding the self
numbing tastes of food, I find myself aware of levels of emotional pain 
I have denied, and I become vulnerable to my own undigested emo
tions. I may observe that a part of me does not want to last. The ego 
is a sharp lawyer, and I laugh at all the excuses that come to mind.

If I were in Turkey, or Indonesia, or Morocco, I would probably 
hear the voice of the muezzin at the first light: of day, a voice of both 
majesty and mercy: “God is the most great. . . . There are no other 
gods than God. . . . Muhammad is a messenger of God.... Come to 
fulfillment. . . . Come to prayer. . . . Prayer is better than sleep.... 
God is the most great. . . . There are no other gods than God.”

I wash my hands and refresh my face with Bowing water. I rinse 
my mouth and ears and neck and hair. I let the water flow over my 
ankles and feet. I purify this body to stand before the Infinite. I face 
the qibla, the direction of prayer, located at the Ka‘bah, the house of 
Abraham in Mecca, the point toward which one-fifth of humanity 
orients its worship. Mecca is actually the point where humanity feces 
itself. At any moment of the day, hundreds of millions of people are 
turned to this point, this black stone, symbolic of the Divine Essence.

the Unconditioned, as the natural before the Supernatural, existence 
annihilated in Eternity. Then I sit back on my heels in a kneeling 
posture. Once more I put my head to the ground in surrender, annihi
lating even that annihilation, erasing that erasure, and stand once 
more as a human being. Muhammad once said, “The best of you are 
those who are most useful to others.” And the Qur’an mentions “ those 
who remember God standing, and sitting, and lying down, and whom 
neither business nor profits distract from the remembrance of God.” Our 
way is not to abandon human responsibilities in order to seek God. 
For at least fourteen hundred years Sufis have followed a path on 
which the highest spiritual attainments were realized while living a 
human life with a socially useful livelihood within the context of fam
ily and community. Muhammad said, “Marriage is half of faith.” 
Right livelihood, too, is worship, whether I am in a counseling session, 
or repairing the plumbing, or working with a computer.

Each of us is inspired with a longing to do something. Each of us 
has some part to play in maintaining the “tent of material existence,” 
as Mevlana called this world. Some of us make the tent poles, some 
the ropes, some the canvas. But the greatest fulfillment comes to the 
one who has a Beloved and meets the Beloved within this tent of
material existence.

How many times during a day am I faced with a choice between 
what T want and what is truly needed? Or between what I want and 
the way things actually are? I am given the opportunity to surrender 
again and again. But to know what surrender entails, I need both my 
heart and my reason, and I use one to check the other. If I can see 
where surrender lies, then I use will to help my ego get out of the way.

The master truth of this whole path is very simple. It has been 
^pressed in the words of Jesus: “Those who exalt themselves will be
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brought low, and those who bring themselves low shall be exalted1 

Love cannot coexist with the desire for status, exclusivity, power, and 

control. The power of God can only become obvious in those 4 

have relinquished the need and desire for worldly power and status. 

As Muhammad said, “The best among you are those who, when seen, 

remind you of God?’
Meanwhile, there is time to live one’s life. We do not owe Ultimate 

Reality some extraordinary sacrifice, but we do need to integrate our 

remembrance of our Source into every moment of our lives.

Twice more during the daylight hours, I let the refreshing warn 1 

flow over my skin; I stand and bow and kneel and touch my head to I 

the ground. The practice is physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual. I 

The physical dimension involves a pattern of exercise, a yoga, in which 1 

all the major joints are gracefully and mindfully exercised. The pnyu | 

also follows a discipline of time that is coordinated with the position 

of the sun throughout the day. There is an emotional dimension dui 

in various moments encompasses humility, self-acceptance, reverence, 
trust, and awe. The mental dimension consists of the conscious inten
tion, a presence of mind without which the prayer is just a mechanical 

ritual. With this presence the mind is consciously employed in the 

recitation of sacred language, and the choosing of certain lines from 

the Qur’an that seem meaningful or appropriate. Using the mind con
sciously and intentionally prevents absentmindedness. This state of 

presence and surrender itself is deepened and enriched. The flow of 

the day is punctuated by these intense, wholehearted exercises of devo

tion and remembrance. The prayer occupies a very short but concen

trated period of time, and I find myself longing for these moments in 
which I find wholeness in surrender. Humans can create rituals and 
ceremonies; but the essential practices of a sacred tradition are most 

often handed down from a higher world. The Arabic word for “revela
tion,” tanzil, means something that has been sent down. What may 
be revealed to a prophet by an archangel, to a Suh Pir by the Prophet 
in a dream, or to a tribal wise person in a vision quest, then becomes 
the sacred practice of a particular people or lineage. Such practices 
were not the creations of a conjecturing intellect; they were received

with the permission of the Unseen. In other words, Reality creates its 

own forms of address and worship.

Yet it remains for the human being to complete these forms with

his or her own substance. Prayer without presence of heart is an empty 

form. But when Presence takes over, then prayer is an Ocean and you 

are a wave, prayer is Wind and you are dust, prayer is the Hand and 

you are a glove.
After rhe sun has set, before having a full meal, I break the fast with 

some water and dates. I am the wave again upon the Ocean. And I am 

not alone, because in this tradition one rarely eats alone. I may be with 

my family or with friends, and it seems we are all waves upon this 

ocean of Mercy with its movement, laughter, and life. The Qur’an

promises:

In time We shall make them folly understand Our signs upon 
the farthest horizons and within themselves, so that it will be
come clear to them that this is indeed the Truth. Is it not enough 
to know that your Sustainer is a witness to everything? [Surah 
Fussilat (41)153]

And the great poet and philosopher of science Muhammad Iqbal 

has written: “The denier is lost in the horizons. As for the one with

faith, the horizons are lost in him or her.” The heavens and the earth 

ril not contain the Real. Only the heart of a faithful human can con

tain the infinite horizons of the Real. God’s names are infinite. I select

one of His names and call that name hundreds, maybe thousands, of 
times, until in some way I take on the hue of that Name. I pray and 

m the prayer. I know and am all that I know. As the Prophet said, 
“Whoever knows himself knows his Lord.” But no one can know 
God, because God is the only Knower. Again in the darkness of night 
I let fresh water flow over these sensitive areas of the body. I stand 

again before the Infinite, and bow as a servant, and prostrate myself in 
surrender, and kneel in gratitude, and prostrate myself again, and rise, 

not knowing whether I am inside myself or outside myself. Oneness 
is near, not far.

To fully become what we are meant to be, we must undergo a
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fundamental transformation: to become free from self(ishness) and 

unified with the Truth. The highest Truth is that knower and known 

are One. Furthermore, this is the Truth that we must not only know 

about; it is the Truth we must consciously become.
While expressing the Truth in this way may seem distant or ab

stract, especially from the perspective afforded by our world today, the 
Truth itself is that which we cannot live without. It is the key to our 
happiness and well-being, and ultimately, we must suspect, to our very 
survival on this earth.

Anything less than the Truth of Oneness leaves us in a maze of 

conflicting desires, fragmented awareness, and separative actions. It 
should be obvious that if we are in disarray within ourselves, if our 

reason, heart, and will are without a harmonious center, we will find 

it very difficult to relate to and function harmoniously with others and 

with our environment.
As I persevere in this daily practice, the moments are increasing 

when it is possible to know the reconciliation of all opposites, of rigor 
and gentleness, of freedom and submission, of outer and inner, of self

hood and selfless being, of conditioned and unconditioned, of human 
and divine, of knower and known-----the inseparable oneness of all and

everything.
We MEevlevis have our “turn,” the whirling ceremony, which is a 

form of worship particular to our lineage but whose origins are veiled
in the countless centuries of the Great Spirit tradition of the Asian 
heartland. In the turn, movement and stillness are combined. One

foot is anchored like an axis, while the other is stepping 360 degrees 
around that axis. The arms are outstretched: the right with the palm 
up in a receptive gesture, the left turned down, bestowing. Energy 
flows from one to the other, through the human heart. In the course
of fulfilling this movement, we are drawn to our inmost center, the 
point where we are closest to God. The body must be in balance. The 
mind must be empty but aware. The heart must be surrendered and 
open. The soul is in harmony with its Source.

I am coming little by little to understand that there is a way of 
being human that encompasses all levels of being at once, that the 
physical, emotional, mental, intuitive, and transcendent aspects of the
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essence of what we are.



THE NEEDS
OF OUR TIME



What Is a Truly Universal 
Spirituality?

S IT POSSIBLE FOR HUMANITY, OR EVEN A PORTION OF IT, TO 
embrace a truly universal spirituality? If so, what would a universal 

spirituality be based on? And would such a spirituality be able to 

offer a path to complete spiritual realization?

The answers to these questions have become more urgent as the 

world becomes smaller through technologies of communication and 

transportation. While we can appreciate the need for greater under

standing and acceptance of our differences and greater recognition of 

our common humanity, should this spell the end of religion as we 

know it? Is it time for a spirituality that is founded upon universal 

principles or upon a scientific spiritual psychology? Can we dispense 

with forms if we have found the essence? Can we separate spirituality 

from religion?

Various people have attempted to identify the spiritual values com

mon to the various sacred traditions. Yet even if we could agree on a 

list of spiritual values, we would have only abstractions. Once we go 

beyond abstractions, we enter not only the realm of spiritual metaphor 

but also cosmology, mythos, human exemplars, ceremony, and prac

tice. We are on relatively safe ground as long as we only espouse gener

alities and abstractions; but as soon as we approach the images and
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stories that could motivate and inspire the human heart, we havefn. 

tered into the possibility of conflict and disagreement.

Most people who opt for the universal approach to spirituals 

really have in mind taking a little bit of this and a little bit of that h I 

is a particularly modern and Western (and especially American) notion 

that we can customize our spirituality, or that we can choose our por

tion as if we were at a salad bar.
Historically, the significance of religion has more often been that 

it united human beings in a common purpose and destiny. In most 

traditional cultures, which placed so much emphasis on unity and 

continuity, the modern preoccupation with personalizing a religion or 

path would have seemed insane.
There is another kind of universality that proceeds from within i I 

particular tradition when someone decides that he or she does not | 
wish to be bound by forms and beliefs and so attempts a formless 
spirituality. In the few cases of this kind that I have observed, there 
is always the inescapable necessity of carrying the assumptions and 
perspective of the original tradition into the formless version. In one 
Buddhist version of this approach, the point seemed to be to reach a 
state of perfection through continuous awareness. This universal and 
formless path was simply Buddhism stripped of its name, rituals, and 
hierarchy. In a Middle Eastern version of the formless path, the idea 
was to merge into Love by sharing in the being of a particular person 
who was supposed to have become one with Love. In other words, it 
was Sufism without ceremony, prayer, or revelation. More often than 
not these kinds of attempts at universality result in one-man traditions 
that have a tendency to cut themselves off from a wider sense of tradi
tion and community in the name of universality. In the name of tran
scending forms, beliefs, and identifications, they seem to acquire many 
of the characteristics of a cult
marie figure without whom the whole enterprise would dissolve.

Yet another form of universality, and to my mind the most authen
tic form of it, is the result of committing oneself wholeheartedly to a 
particular tradition, while honoring the goodwill and truth within 
other paths. Eventually, if one goes far enough on one of die real paths 
to God—and these are usually paths that have been .can/-?mn~4 k..-

specially a focus on a single charis-

and these are usually paths that have been sanctioned by a
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lineage of enlightened beings—then one arrives at a truly universal 

perspective because one has used a particular tradition to transcend 
the egoism that needs identifications and exclusive beliefs. A striking 
example of this kind of spiritual attainment is Ibn ‘Arabi, the great 
formulator of Sufism, who said, “My heart has become receptive of 
tray form. It is a meadow for gazelles, a monastery for monks, an 
abode for idols, the Kabah of the pilgrim, the tablets of the Torah, 

the Qur’an. My religion is Love—wherever the camels of Love’s cara
van turn, Love is my belief, my faith.”

He could say that because he could see, from his vantage point, the 
relativity of all beliefs, and the Reality behind all beliefs, although 
this did not deter him from a very strict practice and a very intimate 
relationship with the Qur’an and sayings of the Prophet. This was his 
framework, this was his path; but it did not prevent him from seeing 
the universality and the Truth in all ways. He could even see some 
value in denial and doubt.

Ibn ‘Arabi was not a practitioner of a universal faith, but one who 
was wholly in harmony with Islam and from whom issued an expres
sion of that tradition that influenced subsequent generations until the 
present day. It is true that with his depth of apprehension he gave very 
original and, to some, shocking interpretations of the Qur’an. For him 
rhe way of Islam was revealed to be the very matrix of Truth in a 
unique sense, yet through it he became a universal human being.

Among those who have identified themselves with the teachings of 
Sufism, there have been in this century, mostly in the Western World, 
a significant number who have espoused a universalistic Sufism, one 
no longer embedded in the religion of Islam, although availing itself 
ofsome of the terminology, metaphors, and practices of Islamic Su
fism. On the other hand, outside the West we find the vast majority 
of Sufis, despite their tolerance and liberality, firmly rooted in Islam. 
For the contemporary student of Sufism, the relationship between Su
fism and Islam offers ample opportunity for confusion, ambiguity, 
paradox, and argument. In the end it is related to the questions raised 
in the preceding paragraph—namely the relationship between spiritu
alty and religion.

Towhat extent is it desirable and possible to distill the spirituality
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from a religious tradition, receiving what is most pure and esentui 

while leaving behind the dregs of cultural relativityandhistoriolfe 

In a sense this is a task that must be done by every generation: restor 

ing the essential message, the living impulse, the spirit of a mdidoa 
Some would go further, proposing that we either break with ife 

past completely or, in a sense, create a new way based on former tradi

tions. Rajneesh (now known as Osho) was an example of the former, 

claiming to represent a new beginning. Various gnostic, Rosicrucian, 
and even “Sufi” groups fit the second category, offering new ritual 
symbols, and practices. Having experienced some of these activities, 

the question to be asked is: Apart from the subjective apprehension of 

their aesthetic or intellectual qualities, do these practices have the signs 
and characteristics of being a gift from a higher world, or the signs 
and characteristics of a human-invented ritual, symbol, or pracucd

For example, tribal shamans may perform some strange and era 
bizarre acts, and yet these may have their own power, if received from 
the unseen world. We, however, in our desperation for authentic spiri
tual experience, may attempt to design rituals of our own to fill 1 
metaphysical vacuum. While, on the one hand, this can be an inno
cent and entertaining activity, it may fall short of offering a compre

hensive way of life and path to realization.
A truly universal spirituality is one that is not limited by any form. 

It’s not a universality that’s made by taking a little bit of this and a 
litde bit of that. It’s not a designer religion, which is what people often 
mean by universality. The ego sometimes says, “ I’d like a little bit of 
this, a little bit of that, and over here this may be difficult, so I wont 
take this now. I’ll take some of this,” and we put together our own 
shlocker-mocker workshop of spirituality, which suits the ego per
fectly.

If we look at the origin of the practices and ceremonies of classical 
Sufism, we see that virtually all of them have been inspired, not in
vented. The ablutions and ritual prayer of Islam were taught to Mu
hammad by the Angel Gabriel through visionary experience. At 
various times in history the Pirs of various Sufi orders have been in
structed through dreams or visions to perform certain rituals in certain I 
ways. A good example of this was the initiation of the Halveti-Jerrahi

Order, which happened in the following way. Nureddin Jerrahi is said 

to have received confirmation of having reached a certain spiritual 

station and the mandate to begin a new branch of the Halved when 

the Prophet Muhammad appeared to him in a dream. But this was 

not the end of it. The following morning, various shaikhs began show
ing up at his door offering different aspects of what was to become the 

zikr ceremony and characteristic dress of the Halveti-Jerrahis—all 

these shaikhs, moreover, had seen the Prophet in a dream and had 
been told specifically what they should contribute. In this way, the 
rituals and practices of most Sufi orders have been gifts from the Un-

Hi

seen.
Within the Mevlevi tradition we are fortunate to have, in addition 

to the classical practices of Islam, the whirling ceremony, a form of 
worship whose origins are hidden in the immemorial Great Spirit tra
dition of Central Asia, but which took on a unique cosmological/ 
alchemical symbolism in its Mevlevi form, which traces back to Shams 
of Tabriz and Rumi’s son, Sultan Veled.

Furthermore, the treasure contained within the Mathnawi and 
Diwn of Jalaluddin Rumi can be considered the most significant body 
of inspired literature originating from a single human being. While it 
cannot be considered a “revelation” in the same sense as the Qur’an, 
it is nevertheless a literature of the highest level of inspiration and 
aesthetic beauty that fulfills what is revealed in the Qur’an.

Inevitably, when Mevlana is introduced to people in the West, most 
writers feel duty-bound to mention that while he lived and wrote 
within the framework of Islam, his spirituality was not dogmatic. Of 
course. Mevlana was another universal human being, and yet it de
senes to be mentioned that all his life he was devoted to the prayers, 
Quranic recitation, fasting, and night vigils that were the common 
practice of all classical Sufis.

The issue of the relationship of Sufism to Islam can be better under
stood if we consider the centrality of the Qur’an and the example of 
Muhammad. In brief, Muhammad was an unlettered but intelligent 
recipient of a communication that bears all the marks of having come 
from a very deep or high source. He was like an empty tablet, at first 
the unsuspecting recipient of language so powerful that its effects
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upon Muhammad were obvious to all when it descended upon
The voice of the Qur’an is certainly not the voice of Muhamnui

If we take the Qur’an at its own word, it claims to be “a 
toward mankind, ” “a guidance, " “containing no distortion, "and fa 
viding all that is healthy for the soul." It claims to be a message fa 
the “Lord of the universes, ” who is also the God of all religions. t 
“confirms what is true of past revelations, "and offers a critique of wfa 

those revelations have been distorted.
Its intent is to remind us of the master truth of existence, theralh i 

of an Unseen Beneficence, who is intelligent, aware, and poweAl 
enough to embrace every detail of existence. It is this Love (ar-Rab- 
man), this Truth (al-Haqq), in which we are to place our complete 
faith, rather than worshiping secondary causes or ascribing other gods 
as equals to the One God. We can find this God “nearer than nr 
own jugular vein” and yet this God is “ beyond anything we can mj 
about it.

Most spiritual seekers in these times would assert their freedom 
from religious “dogmas,” preferring, instead, an experiential spiritual
ity. No spiritual practice, however, is entirely free of assumptions, 
premises, cosmology, metaphysics, and myth. By dogma, however, is 
probably meant those assertions of opinion based exclusively on some 
human authority—usually an authority claiming to speak for God 
Himself.

The Qur’an is virtually free of dogma—and by dogma, here, I mean 
the assertion of belief or opinion without evidence. In the category of 
dogma I would place those ideas that either (i) define or particularia 
Absolute Reality with concepts, or (2) ascribe an exclusive agency of 
salvation to one religion (the notion that God “has a religion and it 
is . . . ,” as is encountered in most fundamentalisms), or (3) claim a 
unique and unverifable divine power for a particular individual.

The Qur’an is not unique in its relative freedom from dogma. The 
words of Jesus in the Gospels are likewise free from dogma and theol
ogy—although this has not hindered the formation of dogmas and 
theologies based upon these words. All faiths necessarily assert or pro
pose some model of the Divine. These can be as general as “God is 
Love.” Or as particular as “God is an invisible purple armadillo.”

_______________________-———------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Whereas the first assertion may be supported with “And you can verify 
this for yourself if...,” the second assertion is likely to be supported 
by “Because we say so” or “Tradition says so.”

Once one has accepted that there is a Reality that is apparent nei
ther to the senses nor to the intellect alone but can be apprehended by 
another knowing faculty within the human being, and that this Reality 
might be able to communicate with humanity by offering the same 
message to various messengers, then one can take a critical look at the 
Quran, the circumstances of its revelation, and Muhammad and de
cide for oneself whether this offers a truthfill and helpfill description 
of the human situation. One may find that it even helps to sort out 
the essential truths from the relative accretions in other traditions. In 
other words, it may point us to the universal spirituality itself.

From a certain point of view one need not even become a Muslim, 
in the sociological sense, to live in harmony with or value the Qur’an’s 
guidance and message. Since, for instance, Jesus is viewed in Islam as 
a prophet of God, just as Muhammad is, there can be no essential 
conflict between the way of Jesus and the way of Muhammad. Any 
Christian who sincerely follows the message of Jesus is in fact a “Mus
lim” from the point of view of the Qur’an. Muslims, however, might 
question whether certain Christian dogmas represent the true teach
ings of Jesus, but that is another matter. Anyone who takes the mes
sage of the Qur’an seriously must accept all the previous messengers 
of God—both those we know and those we don’t know.

Those who have encountered and lived with the message of the 
I Qur’an must acknowledge that God’s Compassion, Generosity, and 

Mercy operate through all religions, and in fact through all the phe
nomena of existence. God’s qualities rain down upon the faithful of 
all faiths and even upon those who deny this Reality.

On the other hand, the Qur’an can be viewed as a clear, undistorted 
communication from the Divine Intelligence offering the guidance 
needed to reach our full human potential, God-consciousness, and 
social harmony.

Having glimpsed the universal spirituality revealed in the Qur’an, 
Mur remains significant and compelling for the Sufi is the particular
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grace operating through the specific forms of the Islamic revelation: 

ritual prayer, fasting, the human example of the Prophet Muhammad, 

and. the guidance of the Qur’an, as well as the Sufi practices that han 
been developed over the centuries. At the same time, it is possible and 
necessary to love and find common cause with all people of good wilL



Soul Loss and Soul Making

I
T IS A COMMON ENOUGH NOTION THAT MODERN HUMANITY 
is suffering from a loss of soul that can be traced to the quantifica

tion and intellectualization of reality. The development of soul 

depends on our understanding of what the soul is and what its possi

bilities are. What has to be restored is the presence of soul and its 

imaginative powers, but souls can be sick or healthy; souls can be 

created in this vale of soul-making, and souls can also be lost.

The prevailing Western culture, especially of the last century or so, 

has recognized only two forms of knowledge: the concrete/sensory and 

the abstract/conceptual. We have sense impressions, and we have ideas. 

The Quranic proposition “ Wheresoever you look is the Face of God” 
would be viewed as neither a statement of sensory fact nor as a valid 

hypothesis deduced from sensory experience but as a statement of the 

religious imagination. According to our cultural prejudices, whether 

the statement is inspiring or entertaining, it is imaginary, and what is 

imaginary is not real.
That existence can be imagined to be the “Face of God” signifies a 

way of perceiving that depends on a psychospiritual power that has 

more or less atrophied in modern humans. We have to rediscover it in 

order to know the value of the knowledge it offers. This psychospiri

tual power has been called the “active imagination,” and its field of 

perception is neither the world of abstract impersonal concepts nor
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the world of sensory data, but the imaginal world {mundus imaginalis 
in Latin, or ‘alami mithal in Arabic).

Active imagination is a term used by classical Sufis who represented 
a metaphysics of pure monotheism in which God alone is real, while 
the “I” that separates itself from this unified Reality is unreal.

The mundus imaginalis, or ‘dlami mithal, is a level of reality in 
which “meanings” are embodied as images that have a kind of autono
mous existence. The imaginal world is an “interworld” in which vi
sions, which are simultaneously meanings, are experienced by a 
psychospiritual faculty, the active imagination, or what Sufis would 
simply call the “heart.” It is important to realize that this level of 
perception was reliably available only to those souls that were to some 
extent “purified.” In its mature functioning it was certainly not a con
ceptual, intellectual, or merely symbolic experience, but a visionary 
one of the kind that many Western psychospiritual explorers touch 
only rarely in their lives, but which is the natural medium of mature 
mystics. It is not uncommon for a Sufi to ask another, “Did it happen 
in the tangible world or in meaning (mana)?' Whether the experience 
of the active imagination is in a dream or in wakefulness, it has the 
quality of profound significance.

For some, whom I will call the psychological polytheists, the mun
dus imaginalis is the playground of “the gods.” They have appro
priated the concept of the interworld for very limited purposes. The 
mundus imaginalis is not to be unlocked by either fantasy or intellect, 
but by the purified heart, understood here as a subtle but penetrating 
cognitive faculty of mind beyond intellect.

When it is proposed that modern man has lost his soul, one mean
ing is that we have lost our ability to perceive through the active imagi
nation, which operates in an intermediate world, an interworld 
between the senses and the world of ideas. This active imagination is 
the imaginative, perceptive faculty of the soul, which cannot be ex
plained because it is itself the revealer of meaning and significance. 
The active imagination does not produce some arbitrary concept 
standing between us and “reality” but functions directly as an organ 
of perception and knowledge just as real as—if not more real than— 

the sense organs. And its property will be that of transmuting and 

raising sensory data to the purity of the subtle, spiritual world.

Through the active imagination the things and beings of the earth 

are made spiritually luminous. This imagination does not construct 

something unreal; it unveils the hidden reality. It helps us to return 
die facts of this world to their spiritual significance, to see beyond the 

apparent and to manifest the hidden. Every form is a concealer of 
nuth and a possible distraction, on the one hand, and a revealer of 

truth and a sign of God, on the other. Reading God’s signs is an aspect 

ofour communication with God. We can read God’s signs if we learn 

to return the signs to their original source, to first principles.

The function of this power of the soul lies in restoring a space that 
sacralizes the ephemeral, earthly state of being. It unites the earthly 

manifestation with its counterpart on the imaginal level, and raises it 

loincandescence. Isn’t this what is sought by most of those who are 

drawn to paganism, mythologies, and mystical eroticism?

REINVENTING THE SOUL

One of the dubious ideas that has gained some currency is a reinven- 
nonofthe meaning of “soul.” The word has traditionally meant one’s 

essential, spiritual identity, one’s deepest self. Yet according to this 

reinvented view, soul is somehow contrasted with or opposed to Spirit.
In some forms of this view, the soul has become a catchall term for 

deep, moist, feminine, imagistic energies that love to taunt, distract, 
and otherwise harass the rigid, self-serious ego and the well-meaning 

Irnt rather dry and all-too-highbrow spirit. Yet this “soul,” at the same 

lime, is also understood as the key to meaning, love, religious concern. 
Sometimes it seems that all that is left over for poor old spirit is but 

in impersonal bird’s-eye view of all the messy stuff of life.

It is difficult to argue with concepts and categories as amorphous 

andself-contradictory as this. Is the matter of soul so beyond defini

tion, beyond principles, that we can only make poetic lunges at mean

ing that lead to no particular conclusion? It may be that soul cannot 

it confined by anyone’s definitions and is fundamentally a mystery.
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Nevertheless, the idea of “soul” has a history within Western spiritual

tradition.
The Neoplatonic heritage to which most Western spiritual thinkers 

must trace their idea of soul can be read very differently. According to 
Plotinus, for instance, the human soul was originally free and super- 
sensuous but turned its gaze earthward and bodyward and so fell into 
this earthly existence. Having lost its original freedom, it will find its 
fulfillment in “remembering” its condition prior to this involvement 
with flesh and material. The true self, which consists of logosand nous, 
pure knowing and reflection, later became obscured or veiled by the 
animal appetites and attachment to material existence. As a prepara
tion for visionary contemplation, this true soul must first go beyond 
the conceptualizations of the philosophers and then must purify itself 
of the contamination of the body and its sensuality. Even this, how
ever, is not the final stage. Union with the Divine can be known only 
through ecstasy, namely when the soul is taken out of itself and reaches 

identity with ... Spirit.
It is not among the realized saints of Spirit that we find dryness 

and denial of the earthly, but among certain intellectuals and religious 
professionals. The saints, by contrast, are the first to meet the salt of 
the earth on their own terms. This is what Spirit does, in addition to 
lifting the human being up. It is not Spirit that denies the validity of 
earthly existence, both its pleasures and suffering, but that indulgent 
hedonism which is more likely to be the outcome of psychological 
polytheism’s Felliniesque concept of soulfulness.

Psychological polytheism conceives the psyche’s basic structure to 
be an inscape of personified images. Through the lack of a true center, 
this view diminishes and trivializes the human soul by reducing it to 
the terms and level of the social disease of our time: psychic fragmenta
tion. Mysticism would propose that this structure is not the psyche’s 
basic nature, but only a superficial layer of the psyche. Beyond this 
psychological menagerie lies a deeper selfhood, which alone can give 
order and meaning to life.

Doesn’t it strike anyone as strange that the psyche should be com
posed of an inner pantheon of ancient literary creations, as if such a 
pantheon were an objective personification of the human psyche? Why

--- ------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------———————-----------------------------------------   

select one mythology out of all the world's many mythologies and 
give it central importance, especially considering that it was probably 
supplanted many times over by later “myths” that were more alive and 
of much wider application. The return to mythology is a narrowing of 
our consciousness into an archaic and idiosyncratic soap opera, which 
is not to say that some human psychological truth can't be found 
in it. But just because the human psyche creates characters does not 
necessarily mean that the human psyche is determined by the charac

ters it created. s----------------------------------------------------------- > .■
Yer a pure monotheism need not be monolithic or abstract. Zoroas- 

trian monotheism, for instance, has its angels: an angel of the earth, 
angels of the mineral and vegetable worlds, an angel of feminine wis
dom, an angelic counterpart for each human soul. Island, the matrix 
within which ecstatic Sufism arose, has its divine attributes, which fall 
into the two categories of jamal and jalal, or gen tleness and rigor, 
intimacy and awe, hope and fear. Although Plotinus did not reject 
polytheism out of hand, he saw the “gods” as manifestations of the 

One Divine. Historically, however, his successors deviated further and 

further until their polytheism degenerated into superstition, magic, 

and theurgy, which are distractions from the One Spirit and Unity of 

all existence. Psychological polytheism could contribute to a similar 

degeneration.

What distinguishes psychological polytheism from monotheism is 

not its willingness to admit diversity; rather, it is that polytheism has 

no center. Polytheism is a not an uncommon state in the modern 
world, an unconscious and chaotic idolatry of appearances,, a fragmen
tation and disintegration of the psyche, which is a living hell. It is the 
state of the one whose identity is always shifting, a dissociation of 
voices and images absorbed from the mass media, an identity without 
integration. A comedian like Robin Williams, who can shift personae 
in midsentence, is an entertaining example of psychological fragmen

tation; at least he makes us laugh. Some would have us believe that we 

are nothing but a menagerie of animals and mythological figures, and 

that any integration around a center is a ploy and fantasy of the ego.

One of C. G. Jung’s contributions to our understanding of the 

psyche is the discovery of autonomous complexes or archetypes that
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create drives and produce images and stories that seem to have lives ol 

their own. These archetypes are relatively independent of the con

scious ego and are sometimes opposed to it. Jung, however, believed 

in a central and essential archetype, the Self, which is the unifying 

principle of all other archetypes. For Jung, all archetypes were in ser

vice of the Self, and the end of conscious development is a harmony 

between ego and Self.

It is true that our greatest disease in this postmodern era is “the loss 

of soul,” but this is not necessarily because we have denied the image

making capacities of the psyche (our culture is dominated by images), 

nor because we have denied ourselves a soulful sensuality (we live in 

the era of unrepression), nor because we live at such a spiritually tran

scendent height. We have lost our soul, our inferiority, within the 

artificial and unnatural conditions that we have accepted as everyday 

life and within which it requires an extraordinary sense of purpose to 

sustain that inferiority. We have set in motion forces that have their 

own oppressive momentum oblivious to the rhythms of the human 
soul. As a result, we have surrendered to compulsive and stressful liv

ing, and have seen our attention fragmented. More and more, these 

unnatural conditions have driven us toward more unconscious sensu-

ality and materialism in a blind effort to grasp something real.

PSYCHIC FRAGMENTATION AND 
SPIRITUAL MINIMALISM

As we are pulled into the future, our developing technologies shrink 

time and space while increasing information. More and more informa

tion and fantasy is available, and it is available more easily and cheaply. 

Whether we gain access to this new world of fantasy, instant shopping, 

and pornography by cable in Atlanta or through a “satellite-wallah” 

in a Calcutta slum, old boundaries are dissolving and new “realities” 

are beckoning.

Satellite television, VCRs, and computer networks are offering us a 
world of entertainment and distraction, most of it created and con

trolled by commercial producers whose main interest is to make 
profits. In traditional, premodern societies, culture developed out of

----------------------------------------- ------------------------------------------------------------------- 

whatever sacred framework the tribe or community shared. Such sa

cred frameworks were the repository of wisdom and experience and of 

1 the needs of the unconscious. Today’s mass culture is created by mar

keting departments that are seeking to hold people’s attention by any 

means possible, regardless of whether what is communicated affords 

any personal, social, or spiritual benefit. . . < %
Our subconscious dream life has now been exteriorized through the 

omnipresence of surrealistic images and sounds. It could also be pro-" 
posed that the entertainment environment is degrading our subcon

scious psyche by indiscriminately, if not perversely, catering to our 

appetites and egoism.
We may be creating psychic ghettos in which a poverty of human 

values, an unemployment of creative powers, an overcrowding of inner 

space, lead to gratuitous violence, atrophy of will, and addiction to 

mind- and heart-numbing entertainment.
Just as the sociological ghetto is the outcome of the dark side of 

economic exploitation and social injustice, leading to the fragmenta

tion of the family and community, so is the new psychic ghetto of 

inner world decay. The perverse individualism we have accepted as 

normal is based not on the human being as the center of the universe, 

but on human egoism having usurped the wholeness of the human 

mind. Many human problems are rooted in the slavery of the human 

ego to a formless, unconscious, selfish search for individual pleasure 

that becomes increasingly a numbing addiction.

This tyranny of the ego is the direct result of the abandonment of 

the principles of transformation, sacred to all traditional wisdom cul

tures, involving sacrifice, love, presence, humility, and surrender to the 

Way of the Universe.

It may seem unfashionable, untimely, or politically incorrect to 

offer a prophetic voice at this time, but perhaps we need a reminder 

that many “civilizations” before us have perished through their own 

excesses, the loss of control of their own selves, their transgressions of 

common sense, harmony, and balance.

Not all choices and developments in an individual human life or in a 

society’s life are necessarily the healthy, self-correcting, self-regulating 
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powers that may sometimes be found in a healthy or nearly healthy 
psyche. Sometimes the subconscious (heart) has the power to guide, 

heal, and redirect the consciousness (ego), but this exteriorized dream 

world we are living in may be the nightmare of a collective mental 
illness. If so, what are our possibilities and choices? The conscious self 

can make certain decisions and choices that reflect upon the health 
and, might we say, purity of the unconscious. In the past, these choices 

would have been informed by the collective wisdom of the culture, a 
wisdom that included such values as humility, self-respect, patience, 

sacrifice, and self-awareness. But then the culture might have been the 
product of some wisdom and not of mere marketing.

Hearts need education and refinement just as the body needs exer
cise and moderation. While a large percentage of our planet’s popula
tion is malnourished, a large percentage of industrial culture is overfed 
and toxic. Likewise, to the extent that we do not incorporate some 

conscious principle of transformation, some uplifting agency, our 
souls are malnourished and toxic, our hearts are numb, and our wills 
are atrophied.

Perhaps what is called for at this time, more than anything else, is 

a spiritual minimalism, a reliance on the principle of less is more: less 
distraction, less cynicism, less entertainment, less pleasure seeking for 

its own sake, less indiscriminate consumption of information and fan

tasy, and more inner silence, more concentration upon our own nature 
and being, more unmediated sharing of one another’s simple human 

presence, more development of our innate human qualities of friend

ship, nurturing, awareness, sensitivity, humbleness, and awe.
The outer dream that surrounds us may be the manifestation of our 

own psychic fragmentation. It may be less an embodied vision than a 

broadcast, commercially sanctioned schizophrenia.
When the heart has been awakened and refined, its dreams are freed 

from neurotic subjectivity and become more objective, symbolic, and 
inspired. These are obviously not the dreams our consumer culture is 

dreaming. It doesn’t take a brilliant observer to realize that the quality 
of our dreams has been becoming more morbid and perverse even in 
the relatively tiny span of recent decades. How will we wake from this 

disturbed sleep? Are these the symptoms of an illness that will finally

————————------------------------------- ------------------

be acknowledged? Where would we find the collective will to commit 

ourselves to our own recovery?

THE SOUL AS UNIFYING PRESENCE

If there is a realm of soul it is this: presence, which is an attribute of 

the Spirit, and which as center can integrate all the levels of the human 

being. Presence is a faculty that operates at all levels of being and 

that also makes the mundus imaginalis intelligible, but only if we have 

“presence” on that level of refinement where we are not dominated or 

ruled by sensual concerns—which is not the same as denying or re

pressing them.

The psychological polytheists often ridicule or dismiss a spirituality 

that focuses on the transcendent at the expense of the immanent. It is 

true that there are pathologies of spiritual aspiration. But the realiza

tion of the spiritual is always allied with a realization of our own hu

manness in humility. It is the helplessness of our human situation, our 

weakness in relation to our subconscious complexes, that leads us to 

surrender to the wholeness of the Self. While the unconscious may 

produce complexes that challenge the autonomy of the ego, the soul

is precisely that unifying presence and inferiority which experiences 

and reconciles our finite humanness and our spiritual transcendence. 

Both the ego and the unconscious complexes, on the one hand, and 

Spirit, on the other, are held within the embrace of presence.

All true spiritual work is based on the unity of these different as

pects of our being. An alternative to the conception of the human 

being proposed by psychological polytheism and other regressive path

ways, and one more consistent with the sacred wisdom traditions, 

would be the model we have already described, which is based on 

three essential factors combining to form a whole. The terms that 

must be used in English are, unfortunately, somewhat vague and im

precise. By defining our terms, however, we can give them a more 

exact meaning within the context of our studies.

1. The “ego” (or natural self, the realm of eros), a complex of psy

chological manifestations arising from the body and related to its sur-
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vival. It has no limit to its desires, but it can supply the energy 
necessary to aspire toward completion, or individuation.

2. The “Spirit” or “spiritual self” (essential self, essence, nous), the 

inmost center, the divine reflection at the core of our being, which is 

capable of higher reason and is in direct contact with the spiritual 

world. This spiritual self can help to guide the natural self, limit its 

desires to what is just and reasonable, and, more important, help it to 

see the fundamental desire behind all desires: the yearning to know 

our Source. It can help to establish presence on all levels of our being.
3. The “soul,” whose chief instrument is “the heart” (including 

the psychic and intuitive functions, active imagination), an interior 

presence that can be under the influence of either the ego or the spiri
tual self. When we speak about involving ourselves “heart and soul,” 

we are speaking about this aspect of ourselves. Living from the heart, 
having a pure heart, refers to a deep condition of spiritualized emo

tion. Losing one’s soul refers to a condition of having the soul domi
nated by material, sensual, and egoistic concerns. Such a “heart and 
soul” are veiled, dim, unconscious. The heart is the prize that the
animal self ’ and “spiritual self” struggle to win, but when it is domi

nated by the animal self,” it is not truly a heart at all.
4. The individuality” (the result of the relationship of all three). 

When the spiritual self has been able to harmonize with the natural self, 

and heart and soul have been purified, then the human being exists as 
a unified whole, fully responsive to the Divine, Creative Will.

One way to conceive of this model is as three concentric layers. The 

outer layer is the “natural self,” which contains the deeper level of the 
“soul,” within which is contained the “Spirit.” If the soul, as presence, 

is not in place, there cannot be a relationship between the natural self 

and Spirit.

We are not the first people on earth to attempt to understand the 
human soul and its purpose in the universe, nor are we necessarily the 

best prepared or the most mature. The principles of the Way are neither 
so mysterious nor complex. Essentially the work means transforming the 
ego, the desire nature. Some religious traditions have proposed weakening 
the ego and the body in order co experience the spiritual self, but weaken
ing ourselves is denying what we have been given. A more complete way

is to strengthen the essential, spiritual self, to purify the heart, and to 

bring ego and eros into harmony with the heart. Only a strong and 

healthy individuality can reach completion. The individuality needs 

strength and passion to reach spiritual completion.

Both the spiritual self and the body have their needs. The body 
needs to be cared for, nurtured, and trained and exercised. It should 

not be allowed to dominate the heart. The more the animal side domi

nates, the more the heart is weighed down. The more the spiritual self 
predominates, the more lightness and spirituality we feel, the more 
our desires are in harmony with the Divine Will. Such a person will 

be content with relatively little in the material world, whereas a person 

dominated by the ego’s desires will never have enough sex, pleasure,

moneyj or power.
All of existence is the manifestation of Spirit in a vastly colorful and 

real array. The soul and its imaginative power is that which experi
ences Spirit—unless, of course, it only experiences the body and its

emotions.
Psychological polytheism seems to overlook the degree to which the 

unconscious complexes may also be related to the ego. The ego, then, 
in a desperate attempt to assure its own survival at the expense of the 
wholeness of mind, can produce unconscious complexes of nightmar

ish power. One suspects that what is sometimes meant by may 
be the deep voice of eros/ego, of hedonism, of narcissism, of simple 

indulgence.
Perhaps real healing and real wholeness on the individual level exist 

when we operate as a whole, when we are not in disabling conflict, 
emotionally or physically. On the spiritual level, health is realizing that 

we are integral to this universe, not a part of it, not a microcosm of it, 

but coextensive and consubstantial with the Whole, the true Center.
The awakened soul is characterized by presence of heart. Through its 
purified imaginative powers, the awakened soul raises the earthly and 

ephemeral facts to the level of spiritual incandescence. By virtue of its 
reconciling power it brings about a loving marriage between the natu

ral self and the Spirit.
The world is a place for fashioning the soul, in the sense that soul 

is not given to us automatically, despite our assumptions to the con
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trary. Our interiority, our presence, must be created from within the 
distractions and forgetfulness of everyday outer life, from within the 
constant clash of pleasure and pain, happiness and loss. Our soul is a 
space for our experience; it makes the difference between being nomi
nally alive and consciously alive. It makes a real connection possible 
between the ego and Spirit.

My love for You goes deeper than my own self.
My Way amounts to this:
I don’t say I’m inside myself. I’m not.
The I within me is deeper than myself.

Anywhere I look, it’s filled with You. 
Where can I put You if You’re already inside? 
You are Beauty without features, 
something deeper than any signs... .

Some get their share of revelations, 
and some go deeper than this. 
In the beautiful light of His face 
is a fire brighter than the light of day.

What a suffering it is
that’s deeper than any remedy.
The Law and the Brotherhood are paths.
Wisdom and Truth are still deeper....

I’ve forgotten religion and piety.
What if there’s a doctrine deeper than religion?
The works of those who leave the faith
are blasphemy. What about a blasphemy 
deeper than faith?

Yunus chanced to meet a Friend
who showed him a door inside.1

1 Yunus Em re, The Drop That Became the Sea, translated by Kabir Helminski and Refik 

Algan (Putney, Vt.: Threshold Books, 1986).

Ecstasy and Sobriety

W
HAT IS THE PLACE OF ECSTASY IN A MATURE SPIRITUAL- 

ity? Are there different states to be discerned beyond the 
label of ecstasy? Can it be reconciled with sobriety? Should 
ecstasy be pursued?

The poetry of Rumi and other Sufis often exudes a fragrance of 
ecstasy that has attracted generations of seekers. While this fragrance 
has spread far beyond the boundaries of its original homelands, its 
source is not merely cultural, historical, or geographic. The source of 
this ecstatic state is experiential, spiritual, ontological. The fragrance 
of ecstasy reminds some people of home. In the words of Mevlana 
Jalaluddin Rumi:

I’m drunk and you’re insane, 
who’s going to lead us home? 

How many times did they say, 

“Drink Just a little, only two or three at most”?

In this city no one I see is conscious;
one is worse off than the next, frenzied and insane.

Dear one, come to the Tavern of Ruin
and experience the pleasures of the soul.
What happiness can there be apart

2D
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from this intimate conversation 
with the Beloved, the Soul of souls?

In every corner there are drunkards, arm in arm, 

while the Server pours the wine 

from a royal decanter to every particle of being.

You belong to the tavern: your income is wine, 

and wine is all you ever buy.

Don’t give even a second away 
to the concerns of the merely sober.

Have I lived among the lame for so long 

that I’ve begun to limp myself?1

* From The Rumi Collection (Putney, Vt.: Threshold Books, 1998).

What is this drunkenness? What kind of sainthood is this? What 

was the context of this utterance? What is the role of ecstasy in Sufi 

spirituality? And what could these words mean in our own contempo

rary culture?

Rumi’s time was no less complex than our own. In his world there 

was neither peace nor security nor a monolithic belief system. Within 
the Islamic society of his time, diverse ways of seeing the world natu

rally nourished. Conventional religious piety, legalistic rigidity, cultic 

heterodoxy, philosophical cynicism, and what I will call orthodox Sufi 
mysticism breathed the same air.

Before our own cultural assumptions project Rumi as a spiritual 

renegade who stood outside all beliefs, it is worth noting that Sufis 
like Rumi never relinquished their claim to represent the heart and 
soul of Islam. Both Jalaluddln Rumi and his teacher, Shams of Tabriz, 

walked in the footsteps of Muhammad, and said so clearly. When 
they were irreverent, it was against rigidity and hypocrisy. Within the 

essential boundaries of Divine Law, they found an approach to Truth 

by the ecstasy of Love.

We live in a time of practically institutionalized nonconformity, an 

unprecedented era of personal freedom and unrepression. We live in a

Ecstasy and Sobriety
--------------------------------------- —————— 

time when ecstatic experience is compulsively sought. Ecstasy suggests 
being outside one’s ordinary state, overcome with rapture. Today rhe 
flight from self-existence, from the burden of egoistic preoccupations, 
strategies, and ambitions, is accomplished through sensuality, intoxi

cation, and mass entertainment.
Rumi’s call to drunkenness should not be confused with these dis

solute or superficial intoxications. Ecstasy, like any precious commod

ity, will have its imitations and counterfeits. The authentic ecstasy of 
the Sufi is not based in emotionalism. Ecstasy is not a feeling to be 

pursued; rather, it is the freedom from all self-seeking pursuits.
The key to the drunkenness advocated by Rumi and other Sufis 

lies in understanding rhe educational and transformational process of 
Sufism. “The Tavern of Ruin” is the Sufi dergah in which this educa

tion is carried out. In the ideal of the dergah, seekers came to lose the 

passions of the self and to experience the ecstasy of selflessness. This 
education was in every respect a deconstruction of the false self.

I am not aware of any book, or even chapter, in all of classical Sufi 
literature that is specifically addressed to the subject of ecstasy, al
though there are many terms in the Sufi “glossary” that relate to the 

subject of extraordinary spiritual experience. The Sufi technical term 
closest to ecstasy, ww/X is derived from the root meaning “to find.” 
The great formulator of Sufism, Ibn ‘Arabi, defined it as “a state for

merly hidden from the heart that now confronts its perception.”2 The 

experience of ecstasy is the discovery (wajd) of true being (wujud). In 

this discovery the seeker is lifted to a transpersonal state of conscious

ness in which individual existence is seen for what it is: a provisional 

being, an existence dependent upon another order of Reality.

0 you whose selflessness and intoxication are Our Self,

0 you whose existence derives constantly from Ours.
Now I will tell you without speech and with constant renewal

The ancient mysteries: Listen!

—ROmI, m, hi, 4682-84

al-Sufiyyah, published in Ibn ‘Arabi, the Seeker
•' Threshold Books, 1992).

Needs (Putney,
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It is also worth mentioning that there is a term, tawajud, which signi

fies pretending ecstasy, or attempting to summon ecstasy without ec

stasy itself.
The everyday training was framed by the boundaries of Divine Law 

and the model of Muhammad’s behavior (sunnah): ritual prayer, fast

ing, remembrance, the development of virtues (akhldcj). Within the 
Mevlevi tradition, community service, the study of sacred literature, 

and the cultivation of the arts (calligraphy, design, music, poetry, 

Qur’anic recitation) completed the curriculum. The culmination of all 

of these practices might be the semd, a weekly event in which chanting, 
sacred music, mystical poetry, and various movements might lift the 

heart to a true spiritual ecstasy.

The practice of whirling may have its origins in the timeless shad

ows of Central Asian spirituality, where shamans used it to induce 

altered states of consciousness. We know that in the time of Mevlana 

Jalaluddln Rumi it was already an ancient practice in use among Sufis. 

Shams of Tabriz, beloved friend and initiator of Mevlana, tells us:

In the people of God, these (spiritual) manifestations and 

visions are more common during the Serna, when they have 

passed beyond their usual universe of existence. Serna carries 

them out of other worlds to the Truth. It is true that there is

a kind of Sema that is forbidden; but it is blasphemy to say 
that the Sema performed by God’s people is a sin. That hand 

which moves without the Divine exuberance will burn in

hell for sure, and the hands that rise in Sema will reach para
dise—for sure. And there is a Sema that is permissible but

who live in a state of fasting. It brings tears and softness of 
heart to them. There is no doubt that they will also enter 
Paradise. And another Sema is religiously a must. This is the

Sema of the attained ones who have reached the holy state of 
mind. And another is a duty applicable to all, as the daily 
prayers and the fast of Ramadan. Just as food and water are 
necessary in the time of hunger and thirst, this Sema is neces
sary for the spiritually mature, because it increases their joy 

of life. If one of the mature ones begins to whirl in the East, 
another one starts moving in the West. They are aware of 

each other’s states.3

Shams also tells this story: A certain shaikh said, “The Caliph has 

forbidden the sema.” This prohibition turned into a knot within a 

certain dervish. He fell ill, and they took him to a specialist. He exam

ined his pulse and looked for the cause of illness. It was like nothing 

he had ever learned about. He couldn’t find anything wrong with him, 

but the dervish died. Afterward, the doctor performed an autopsy and 

found the knot within his chest. It had become a carnelian. The doctor 

kept this gem until a time when he needed some extra cash. The gem 

passed from hand to hand until it reached the caliph, who had the 

gem set into a ring. One day, that same caliph was attending a sema, 

watching from a balcony above, when he discovered that his clothes 

were covered with blood. He examined himself but could find no

a

wound anywhere. He felt for his ring and the stone was gone. Later 

they traced that gem back to its original owner and the doctor told 

them the whole story mentioned above.

The word sew comes from a root meaning to listen, suggesting an 

occasion when music is used to uplift the soul. The form that sema 

and whirling took in Rumi’s day was probably informal and ecstatic, 

consisting of long nights of zikr, music, and poetry. After the master’s 

death and under the guidance of his dutiful son, Sultan Veled, the 

sema took a more ceremonial form, as a kind of embodied cosmology.

The sema that we witness today has existed more or less unchanged 

for at least several centuries and probably goes back to the time of 

Rumis son, Sultan Veled. It is a ceremony of worship, a meditation 

in movement, in which the human being becomes pure axis, integrat

ing all levels of being within him- or herself, including the physical, 

emotional, mental, and spiritual levels. To perform the sema is to be 

centered on the timeless and spaceless, and to experience the meaning 

of these words from the Holy Qur’an: Wheresoever you look is the face 
of God. It is to be unified with others who are compelled by the same

1

’Shims of Tabriz, Maqalat. Unpublished translation by Kabir Helminski and Refik Algan.
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spiritual longing. It is to be emptied of all distracting thoughts and to 
be filled with the presence of God. It is itself a journey taken in a 
direction opposite to that of temporal time, a journey of return to 
the Source, through our innermost center where we are closest to the 
JDiyiiiez

It would be worthwhile to try to describe what occurs within indi
viduals as they enact this ceremony year after year as part of their 
spiritual training, for the ceremony itself teaches its secrets over time, 
and no two ceremonies are experienced in the same way. The individ
ual semdzen, or dervish, must be able to expand awareness to include 
several dimensions at once: He or she must focus on his or her own 
physical axis, which in this case is the left leg and foot, revolving three 
hundred and sixty degrees with each step, inwardly pronouncing the 
name of God, keeping an awareness of exactly where he or she is in 
space and the narrow margins of error in this tight choreography, feel
ing a connection through the shaikh of the ceremony to the whole 
lineage and also the founder of the order, Mevlana, and most of all 
turning with a deep love of God. The sheer impossibility of accomp
lishing all of these tasks through one’s own will can push one toward 
another possibility: that of letting a deeper will take over. In this way, 
the sema becomes a lesson in surrender.

The Mevlevi tradition has always been a way of both aesthetic re
finement and inner development. It includes not only the writings of 
Mevlana Jalaluddin Rumi, arguably as great a literary opus as exists on 
earth, but seven centuries of other Mevlevi poets and scholars as well. 
In addition, there is the vast tradition of Turkish classical music with 
its subtlety of melody and modes, which generations of Mevlevi com
posers made possible. And finally there is the whole Mevlevi way of 
life, progressive in spirit and spiritual to its core. Within the later Sufi 
tradition, sema was routinely forbidden to those who were dominated 
by their worldly selves, because the music and movements were likely 
to magnify whatever qualities predominated in the soul. On the other 
hand, Rumi and his companions would sometimes spontaneously en
gage in semas lasting for days.

Such activities were radical behavior in the context of the religious 
orthodoxy in which the mixing of music and spirituality was suspect.
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Because the original impulse and inspiration of Islam was meant to 
offer human beings a purified spirituality, it is understandable that 
there would be some resistance to the employment of secondary means 
of achieving interiority. This had the advantage of fostering a religious 
culture relatively free of poor taste, mawkish art, and spiritual materi
alism. Within the sacred context, visual art became abstract design and 
musical expression was channeled into Qur’anic recitation. And so 
music and representational art were generally discouraged as a means 
to spiritual experience.

Nevertheless, among the mystics, the positive effects of sema and 
ecstatic experience were recognized. Hujwlri wrote in his Kashf al- 
Mahjutr.

The effects of sema can be very different, depending on one’s 
degree of spiritual realization. For the penitent, sema brings 
remorse. For those longing for God, it increases their yearn
ing. For the believers, it strengthens their certainty. For the 
disciple, it verifies what has been taught. For the lover, it 
helps to cut off attachments. And for the selfless Sufi, it is 
the basis of his loss of frith and trust in the world, enabling 
him to give up everything including himself.

Music, whirling, chanting, and spontaneous poetry were the expres
sion of the state of spiritual love in those early days, but gradually these 
practices were formalized and ritualized, becoming a means toward the 
state of spiritual love rather than the spontaneous expression of it.

The majority of human beings cannot grasp the mysteries and plea
sures of selfless ecstatic experience. And so it has been necessary that 
the work of mystics and ecstatics be guarded and protected from the 
intrusion and meddling of those whom the Sufis call “raw.”

Listen to the words of Sanai from behind the veil:
“Rest your head where you have drunk the wine!” 
Any drunk who strays from the tavern 

becomes the fool and the laughingstock of children. 

He stumbles in the mud at the sides of the road
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and every fool laughs at him.

He continues on his way, the children following behind, 

ignorant of his drunkenness and the taste of wine. 

All of mankind are children, 

except for those who are drunk with God. 

No one is mature who is not free of self-will.

—RumI, i, 4326-30

To misunderstand or exaggerate the place of ecstasy in Sufism is to 

diminish and distort the wholeness and balance that characterize the 

Path. I once heard Sufism defined by an outsider as “a body of tech

niques for producing ecstasy,” but ecstasy is not the goal, even if it 

sometimes is a by-product.

There is a creative tension in Sufism between enlightenment and 

maturity. By enlightenment we mean those higher states of conscious
ness that bring light and life into the soul. By maturity we mean that 

overall development of character and virtue, including the ability to 

express oneself and participate effectively in the life around us. The 
ultimate expression of maturity is “servanthood,” not in the menial 

sense but in the way of dauntless friendship and generosity. And yet 

the servant assumes a kind of “ordinariness,” an invisibility within 

society.
In the whirling ritual of the Mevlevi, there are symbolic actions that 

suggest the balance of ecstasy and the containment of ecstasy. The 

ceremony is punctuated by “stops,” in which the participants come to 

stillness, hands upon their shoulders, forming the Arabic letter 
which is also the number one. Instead of pursuing ecstasy, they are 

called back from the brink of ecstasy to testify to the oneness of God. 
The dervish recalls his or her “nonexistence. ” God is evetything. The 

ultimate state for the human being is conscious servanthood, which 

continually recalls the Being of God as the Source of everything. It is 
utter humility and abandonment of self. A second feature is when 
the shaikh whirls near the end of the ceremony. He turns slowly and 

majestically in the center of the floor, his right hand holding open his 
robes just slightly. This gesture is a reminder of the early days when I 
people uncontrollably tore their robes in a state of abandonment. I

While it is true that many who are attracted to the path of Sufism 

are ecstatics by nature, just as many are sober and practical. Rumi’s 

teacher, Shams, said of his own teacher, Shaikh Selabaf, that he at
tained intoxication but never reached sobriety! Within the tradition it 

is no secret that spiritual maturity is a state of sobriety that encom

passes intoxication.
There have always been and will always be a percentage of the mys

tically inclined who may be somewhat dissolute. Faced with the hy

pocrisies of conventional social life and the traumas of periodically 

arising social disruption and mass insanity, it isn’t surprising that more 

sensitive souls would turn to transcendence in whatever form might 

be available. It is no less true today. And yet the widespread misinfor

mation, especially in contemporary Islamic societies, that Sufis are ir

responsible, indulgent, or dissolute belies the facts: in the history of 

Islamic cultures, a majority of the most creative and accomplished 

minds and the most sanctified souls have been affiliated with Sufi 

orders;

The ecstasy that is sought for the purposes of escaping the burden 

of egoism cannot emancipate us from that egoism, because it is a direct 

expression of it. The real spiritual ecstasy may occasionally come to 

those who have learned the lessons and art of sacrifice. Ecstasy is 

strangely associated with agony. To the outside observer the signs of

ecstatic transport may even look like torment. To the extent that any 
self-awareness remains, to the extent that there is an experiencer of the 

experience, there is the possibility of bewilderment, unfulfilled long

ing, and even awesome dread.

One of the most sobering examples of ecstasy may be in the movie 

Schindler's List, near the end when Schindler realizes the actual “cost”

of a limousine he has selfishly held on to throughout the war. In a 

moment, he admits to himself that several lives could have been saved

with the money this car would have brought. In this excruciating mo

ment, we witness the coming together of intense personal remorse 

with the exaltation of seeing things as they really are. Schindler’s pain 

was the precious experience of unconditional love. His “ecstasy” is 

that he was transported beyond his conventional self to a new and 

higher realization of the possibilities of freedom from self, of servant-
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hood. This paradoxical shifting of form and ground, of agony and 
bliss, of individuality and selflessness may be the essence of the ecstatic 

experience.
Conventional religion becomes mere ritual and moral obligation 

without the reality of higher states of being. This characterized the 

spiritual bankruptcy that many people recognized within our own 

Western culture through the mid-twentieth century. Mysticism, on 
the other hand, can become a narcissistic obsession with higher states 
of consciousness—a tendency witnessed especially since the late sixties. 

How can balance be achieved? Is this the question our culture is asking 

at the moment?

The original and pure Islam called the average human being toward 
the depths of mystical experience by inviting to contemplative prayer 

five times a day. The ritual was meant to awaken a state of presence. 

Muhammad said, “One moment of conscious reflection (tafakkur) is 
more valuable than seventy years of [unmindful] ritual prayer.” But 

Islam also calls the mystic to rejoin the human community by melting 

into the bioenergetic ritual of surrender, by being grounded in the 

ranks of congregational prayer, by participating in the equalizing spirit 

of collective worship.

Sufism, as with any complete spirituality, is the integration or syn

thesis of the mystical and the prophetic consciousness, of ecstasy and 

practicality, of enlightenment and maturity. The mystic is inclined to 

explore states of consciousness, the prophet to bring earthly life more 

into harmony with higher states of consciousness. A Sufi is one who 

has attained “functional nonexistence,” a grounded selflessness, a prac

tical enlightenment.

God! God! Don’t expect the qualities of wine 

From the self-existent.
Behold its all-encompassing Gentleness 
in the eyes of the drunk!

—RumI, d, 23311

This Drunkenness Began 
in Some Other Tavern

V
ETERANS OF THE CONSCIOUSNESS REVOLUTION MIGHT 
recall with pathos the battles waged against the conventional 

consciousness of the day. The enemy, so to speak, was the self- 

righteous state of mind, which believed it had a monopoly on reality 

and which at the same time had a shadow of cruelty and insanity. Tens 

of millions of people opened up their minds, let an uncensored truth 

into consciousness, and saw for themselves that most of modern life

looked patently insane when seen against the backdrop of nature and 

eternity. For all its misguided power, conventional consciousness was 

still naively ridiculous. In those days, altering one’s state of conscious

ness was a cleansing from the unrealities of social conditioning. It was 

not only revolutionary, it may have been an evolutionary necessity. 

Perhaps it allowed enough people to see the disastrous fate society was 

hurtling toward and to begin to change that direction.

Those who used certain substances to expand or deepen conscious

ness usually distinguished between other substances that merely of

fered sedation (heroin, barbiturates) or illusory well-being (cocaine, 

^phetamines). But many believed that certain substances could con

tribute to spiritual awareness.
Just as some human beings are compelled to explore the physical
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world as scientists, geographers, or naturalists, others are compelled 

to explore states of consciousness. These explorers of the mind work 
primarily with the equipment that nature has provided: the subjective 
human nervous system. These geographers and naturalists of the mind 
can be divided into two categories: first, those purists who work en
tirely with the nervous system, and second, those who rely on sub
stances that modify the functioning of the nervous system.

I cannot judge whether psychoactive substances have been helpful 
to certain native peoples using animistic or shamanistic practices 
within an ancient cultural context and living in isolation from other 
societies. Do we have something to learn from them? Definitely. 
Should we try to live like them? I don’t see how it would be either 
possible or desirable to apply their solutions to our environment, 
which is, after all, the contemporary multicultural, technological 
world.

A more important question, however, within the context of our 
current “culture,” is whether drugs are useful or helpful in attaining 
our full humanity, our spiritual completion, or whether they are more 
likely to reduce our possibilities of such attainment. Since certain 
drugs are prevalent in the world today and hold an attraction, espe
cially for the young, we cannot afford to stick our heads in the sand 
and ignore this question. More than anything else, we need a spiritual
ity that can preserve and develop our humanity in the face of the 
challenges that our environment offers.

We exist as if we are imprisoned in a small part of the mind, the 
conscious mind, which is veiled or partitioned from the relatively in
finite supraconscious mind. This supraconscious mind is considered 
by Sufi teaching to be the source of meaning and value that flows into 
consciousness. We are condemned to function in this small room of 
our conscious mind, occasionally receiving hints, messages, intima
tions of a vast world beyond.

There is more than one way to leave this room. One day someone 
finds that by taking a certain pill, he is miraculously transported out
side the room to an extraordinary world. Unfortunately, he also finds 
that outside the room he has a much reduced capacity of reasoning, 
intention, and memory. Because whole parts of his being are mean-

------------------------------------ ----------------------------------------------------------  

while shut down, he cannot participate wholly in those worlds. He is 
much like a tourist on a chartered bus who can view the scenes that 
he passes through but is rather limited in his interaction with the 
landscape and its inhabitants. During his occasional tours, this psychic 
tourist glimpses the grand architecture or natural beauty of the world 
outside the bus; while the rest of his time is spent inside this small 
room, which does not change.

The world outside his room, the world glimpsed from this char
tered bus, begins to be his place of temporary escape. He begins to 
live in two worlds, but the experiences of one world seem to preclude 
the experiences of the other world. One day the prisoner receives a 
book through a small window in the prison cell. The book’s message 
could be summarized thus:

Your state of imprisonment is not a natural or necessary condition 
at all. In fact, you have a home beyond the walls of your prison, and 
you are meant to be free. You may regain your home and your freedom 
byrelying on the capacity of your own nervous system and developing 
it in various ways, so that you can prepare yourself for the journey and 
the conditions of the outside world. You must be willing to leave be
hind your former life of imprisonment and find a way to undo the 
unique lock on your cell. The most likely chance for this is to be in 
contact with someone “on the outside” who can help you, and there 
are people willing to help those with a real wish to be free.

The prison is nothing but a habit of mind reinforced by the condi
tioning and general atrophy of the human nervous system. Let us say 
that the mind has its surface and its depth. The surface of the mind 
also has very useful functions: attention, decision, intention, recollec
tion, forethought, and judgment, which collectively we might call 
higher reason. The surface of the mind can be further cluttered by 
acquired attitudes, beliefs, and opinions, as well as mechanical 
thoughts, associations, and reactions. The depth of the mind is the 
source of meaning and significance. Infinite resources and qualities are 
stored there in potential, as well as the means for creative action and 
problem solving of all kinds. The supraconscious also has subtle facul
ties or senses that are directly connected with the Divine Will. These 
correspond to the physical senses, but they are the means of perception
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of the spiritual world. The subconscious also has its clutter of incul
cated beliefs, compulsions, obsessions, and buried memories of emo
tional traumas. In the imprisoned state of mind, our contact with the 
subconscious and supraconscious is very indirect and vague, because 
the surface of the mind is totally in control.

Certain substances disable the surface of the mind (including atten
tion, decision, intention, recollection, forethought, judgment, and rea
son), allowing the more or less random contents of the subconscious 
mind to flood in. What fun! . . . for a while. A price is paid for the 
disabling of will, which is one of the most essential characteristics of 
our humanness. The crippling of will is a reduction of the holistic 
functioning of our human capacities. Meanwhile the subconscious has 
not necessarily been purified, and so it may yield up bizarre/subjective 
as well as holy/objective impressions.

Intoxication could be viewed as psychic masturbation. Masturba
tion can be defined as trying to do something when you don’t have 
everything needed to do it. Contacting the supraconscious realms of 
significance without our full equipment is like making love without a 
partner. Not only is it less physically satisfying, it bypasses the emo
tional and spiritual dimensions of relationship. One can understand 
the many reasons why people do it: loneliness, impatience, narcissism. 
Masturbation creates a tension between the actual and the fantasy. It 
leaves people askew and ultimately crippled.

Can psychoactive substances ever yield psychological or spiritual 
benefit? A qualified “yes” suggests itself here. An experience produced 
by external substances may give enough of a taste of a higher state of 
being to motivate someone toward awakening that state on a more 
permanent and stable basis, especially in the absence of the mature 
spiritual guidance that certain traditions could offer. It is important to 
keep in mind that the shift of perspective offered by certain drugs can 
also be accomplished through various other means, one of which is 
contact with someone who has attained a higher state of being. While 
such an experience may be a bit less dramatic or extreme than a drug 
experience, it nevertheless is less likely to cause a psychological imbal
ance. Such imbalances can also be caused by teachers who with limited 
knowledge induce certain states in their students that may, if indulged
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in, make them less fit for ordinary life and less capable of reaching 
completion.

In a mature spirituality a distinction is made between temporary 
states, on the one hand, and station or level of being, on the other. In 
less mature approaches there may be the tendency to rely on ecstato- 
genic techniques, narcotics of the path for the spiritually addicted. 
Certainly many people from the drug culture have been attracted to 
spiritual paths because they seemed to offer these altered states of con
sciousness. But mature traditions speak of a sobriety that encompasses 
and surpasses the ecstasy of intoxication. ,

In the higher forms of Sufism there is a fastidious purification of 
experience from all subjective (that is, personal) concerns. Shams of 
Tabriz said, “Some of our friends find their joy in cannabis. This is 
the fantasy of the devil. With us, there is no place for the fantasy of 
the angels. How much less is there a place for the fantasies of the devil! 
We don’t even accept the illusions of the angels, so what can the illu
sions of the devil be? Why don’t our friends take pleasure in that clean 
and infinite universe of ours? This universe embraces them and makes 
them drunk without ever making them aware of it. Everyone is in 
unanimous agreement that this universe is not an illicit substance.”1

1 Slums of Tabriz. Maqalat. Unpublished translation by Kabir Helminski and Refik Algan.

The question might be asked: In working with the nervous system 
“alone,” isn’t one, in fact, producing the same substances (e.g., endor
phins, neurotransmitters) through breathing and meditation exercises 
that are stimulated through certain drugs? And if this is so, couldn’t 
one say that the person who uses a pill or “brain machine” in a disci
plined way might not also produce the same results but in much less 
time?

This question is a little bit like asking: If it’s possible to stimulate 
certain states in a laboratory monkey that are similar to the states that 
die monkey will meet in the jungle, can the monkey of the laboratory 
achieve the same maturity as the monkey who develops in the jungle? 
Both may experience “all that a monkey can experience. ” What is the 
difference?

Accordingto Sufi understanding, one can experience Truth-Reality- 
God in “essence” or through “the attributes.” The monkey who ma-
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tures in the jungle is developing through an experience of the attri
butes. Because of its relationship with its own natural milieu, the 
milieu in which its species developed, the jungle monkey, though the
oretically experiencing the same states as the laboratory animal, will 
have more richness of experience, more maturity and understanding.

Let’s imagine, for example, that we could raise a human being in a 
“spiritual hothouse,” a programmed setting from birth, and give that 
person all the “meditation” experience it is possible to give, but with
hold all the complexity, suffering, and disappointment that ordinary 
human beings face. This, too, would be a kind of laboratory enlighten
ment. How much compassion and understanding would such a person 
have for the struggles of an ordinary human being? Many attributes 
of our own essence seem to develop only when we are faced with cer
tain kinds of challenges and difficulties. Sometimes the remedy is 
contained in the poison. In the illness is the cure and the means of 
immunity. 7 v.

This is a complex subject. We can consider some principles and not 
get caught in absolutes.

The strongest argument in my own mind against any artificial 
means of spiritual exploration is that a price seems to be paid. The 
price is the weakening or disabling of important functions of the mind 
that could integrate the experience of the expanded states. For this 
reason, I would rather trust a tradition that offers a gradual approach 
that integrates expanded consciousness with practical and social skills.

A second consideration is that seeking “states,” through whatever 
means, is at best an entertainment, and very likely a form of aggrandiz
ing the ego. Can we see the trap involved in looking for some shortcut 
or high that will do it for us? Does the Beloved, as it were, want a 
conscious lover or an inebriated one?

A third consideration is an issue of faith, and by faith I mean a 
certainty in the existence and support of a Beneficent Reality. Can we 
accept that this equipment we have been furnished with and this life 
that we face are the best possible conditions for consciously knowing 
this Reality? Perhaps if we can surrender to what is, we will meet 
Truth, face to face.

Maybe we are meant to walk out of our prison with all our faculties

intact and functioning. Maybe we are given exactly the equipment we 
need to know the universe. If we do not know how to use the equip
ment, that is another matter. We can learn. Through the conscious 
work on the nervous system, including purification from chemical and 
psychological toxins, understanding the finer energy system and the 
science of breath, we can prepare this physical vehicle for contact with 
ill levels of reality. ; ‘ Varf 5

Most important, we can open to Reality through our most human 
qualities: humbleness, gratitude, and love. These are not so much 
emotional states as cognitive capacities. We can live and function 
within the infinite ecology that lies outside the prison of conventional 
“reality” and, yes, paradoxically, right in front of us. “ Wheresoever you 
look is the face of God.”

It’s late and its raining, my friends,
let’s go home. Let’s leave these ruins
we’ve haunted like owls.
Even though these beautiful images beckon, 
let’s go home. And all the reasons offered 
by the sensible, dull, and sorrowful 
can’t darken our hearts now, 
nor can all this phantom loveplay, 
this imaginary paradise, hold us back.
Some see the grain but not the harvest.
Don’t ask too many hows or whys. Let beasts graze.
Come home to the real celebration and music.
The Friend has built a house for the naked and the pure.

—ROmI2

h a Stranger, translated by Kabir Helminski 
P-M. (Putney, Vt.: Threshold Books, 1993),
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The Hu of the Human

The sign of the faithless (kafir} is that he is lost 
in the horizons.

The sign of the one with faith (mu min) 
is that the horizons are lost within him.

—Muhammad Iqbal

A
 TRUE HUMAN BEING, ONE WHO KNOWS THE SECRET OF 

his or her humanness, is very rare. Many walk in the form 
of a human being while manifesting the qualities of animals, 
dominated by the desires of an animal. Many manifest the qualities of 

machines—very fine, well-programmed machines. Many manifest the 
qualities of actors, reading familiar lines, or improvising a little now 
and then. It might be possible to walk through a crowded city and see 
few, if any, human beings. No one completely loses his or her human
ness by forgetting it or being ignorant of it, but a person who fully 
knows his or her humanness is extremely rare.

Much is said about our human condition in the Qur’an. The voice 
of this revelation is addressed to the human being from the Creator of 
humanness. The path of classical Sufism is founded upon this view of 
the human being.

It is notable that God is said to have certain qualities: life, will, 
action, speech, seeing, hearing. It may seem strange to describe God
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with the qualities of a human being. Or is it? Maybe it is the human 

being who has the qualities of God? These qualities are the inner form 

of the human being. These qualities are the seeing within seeing, the 

hearing within hearing, the life within life. The indwelling presence of 

God is signified by the word, Hu, the pronoun of Divine Presence.

The human is the eye of God and the hearing, speech, will, and life 

of God. The human being is not a face, although humanness shows 

through the face, especially through the eyes. The human being is the 

being who can finally say, “I am nothing.” It is the depth within the 

human being that can perceive and say this. This is the highest truth, 

but how do we arrive at this truth?

We can begin by considering the creation of the human being as it 

is expressed in the Qur’an.

And lo, your Sustainer said to the angels: “Behold, I am about

to establish a representative on earth. ”
And they said: “While we glorify You, and praise You, and 

keep Your name sacred, will You place there those who will 
spread corruption and shed blood?”

And God answered, “In truth I know something you do not 
know. ”

And God gave unto the Human (Adam) all the names of 
things; then God brought Adam before the angels and said to 
them, “Tell me the names ofthese, ifwhat you say is true. ”

The angels replied: “You are infinite in Your glory! And we 
have no knowledge other than what You have given us. Truly, 
You are the All-knowing and Wise. ”

God said, “Adam, tell them the names of.these things. ”
And as soon as Adam had told them the names, God said,

“Didn ’t I say to you, ‘Truly, I alone know the hidden reality of 
the heavens and the earth and know all that you bring into the 
open and all that you would conceal?' ”

And when We told the angels, “Prostrate yourselves before 
Adam!” they all prostrated themselves except for Iblis, who re
fused and gloried in his arrogance, and thus he became one of 
those who deny the truth.

_-----------------------------—--------------------------------------------

And W? said, “0 ALAzm, may you and your wife live in this 
garden, and both of you eat freely whatever you wish from it, 
If ut do not approach this one tree. ” . - p»-

But Satan caused them to stumble there, and thus caused the 
loss of their primordial state. And so We said, “Down with you, 
and be in conflict with one another, and have your home and 
jour livelihood on earth for a while!”

From then on Adam received words of guidance from his 
Sustainer, and He accepted his repentance, for in truth, He 
alone is the Acceptor of Repentance, the Giver of Grace.

For although We did say, “Down with you all from this 
[state]," nevertheless guidance shall come to you from Me, and 
those who follow My guidance shall have no fear, nor shall they 
grieve; but those who are determined to deny the truth and giv
ing the lie to Our messages—they are destined for the fire, and 

there shall they abide. [Surah al-Baqa rah (2):3o-39)

The human being is God’s representative on this earth, one who 

knows the true names of things. This knowing of the names is the 

knowing of the distinguishing characteristics of things, their innate 

qualities. The angels knew that such a creation would also be capable 
of spreading corruption and shedding blood, but after they were 

shown that the human being had inherited God’s knowledge and lan

guage, they showed respect. Iblis, the one who could not show respect, 

became the sworn enemy of the human being, determined to waylay 

and distract humans from their own nature.

The satanic is not anti-God as much as it is anti-human. The Sa

tanic impulse is no threat to God except insofar as it threatens human

ness. A sin is not a transgression against God but against humanness. 

To become a true human being, the divine representative and inheri

tor, each person faces a struggle with whatever distorts or corrupts this 

humanness.
We need to examine the characteristics of this struggle toward 

wholeness as well as the fragmentation that is our everyday life. The 

straggle most of us experience while contending with our own psycho
logical fragmentation is the “horizontal” struggle of one part of our-
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selves in conflict with another, In this state we experience the tyranny 
of the ego, ruling by its often contradictory whims within a state of 
psychological anarchy. This struggle is especially destructive when 

each voice speaks within its own room, when there is no means of 
reconciliation, no table at which the different voices may be heard.

Have you ever considered the kind of person 

who worships his own desires?

—Surah al-Furqan (2j):43

They are like cattle, indeed worse. 

—Surah al-A’raf (7):i79

TAe //« of the Htyman

,___________________ -----------------------------------------------------

the world when you become blind to truth and totally con

sumed by your desires, lust, and ambition for it. Our master 

the Prophet (peace and blessings upon him), in whom wis

dom was as clear as crystal, was asked, “What is worldli

ness?” He answered, “Everything that makes you heedless 

and causes you to forget your Sustainer.” Therefore the 

goods of this world are not harmfill in themselves, but only 

when you let them render you forgetful, rebellious, and un

aware of the Sustainer who has generously offered them to 

you. It is your sense of the world, your relationship to it, 

your preference of it over the One who gave it to you, that 

makes you insensitive and causes you to break your connec

tion with divine truth.1

Here is the problem. We tend to externalize our own desires, thus

We then direct all our efforts toward these

idols, but because those idols are just the externalizations of our own 
desires, they cannot really help us. This false worship turns out to have

Nevertheless, our humanness is given very high regard in the 

Qur’an. A trust, a covenant, is offered from humanity’s Source, and it 

is the human being’s role to accept the responsibility of this trust and 

to engage in this spiritual struggle.

led us nowhere.

The human being tends to be restless and unstable:

Truly, a human being is bom with a restless disposition. When
ever misfortune touches him, he is filled with self-pity; and 
whenever good fortune comes to him, he selfishly withholds it. 

[Surah al-Ma’arij (70): 19-21]

When this instability is combined with a lack of moral energy that 
results from losing touch with the transcendental anchoring point of 

human action, it is as though “thesepeople are being calledfrom a dis
tantplace” [Surah Fussilat (41)144].

Ibn ‘Arabi writes:

This world is not bad; on the contrary, it is the field of eter
nity. What you plant here you will reap there. This world is 
the way to eternal bliss and good, worthy to be cherished 
and worthy to be praised. What is bad is what you do with

In truth, We offered the trust [of free will and self-awareness] 
to the heavens, and the earth, and the mountains, but they re
fused to bear it, because they were afraid of it. Yet the human 
being took it up, and yet, humanity has always been prone to 

evil and foolishness. [Surah al-Ahzab (33):72)

And what is the significance of this trust? How are we to become 

what we are?

And so, turn yourface steadfastly toward the faith, turning away 
from all that is false, in accordance with the natural disposition 
(fitra) God has instilled in the human being: not to allow
anything to corrupt what God has thus created; this is the ever 
true faith, although most people do not realize it. Turn toward 
God alone, and remain conscious of God, and be constant in

'Ibn‘Arabi, What the Seeker Needs ^Putney, Vt.: Threshold Books, 1989), pp. 21-22.
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prayer, and do not be among those who reduce divinity to any
thing less than God, nor among those who have broken the 
wholeness of this faith and have become divided into parts, each 

group indulging in their own opinions.
—Surah ar-ROm (30)^0-31

While we are free to act and to choose, the consequences of our 

actions and choice are determined by a greater Law, a higher Order. 
One of the most important terms in the Qur’an is taqwa, often mis

translated as “fear of God.” Actually, a better translation would be 
“consciousness of God” or “vigilance,” a fastidious attention to the 
consequences of one’s actions.

We are being reminded to discern whatever corrupts this natural 

purity, whatever contradicts this harmony. It asks us to turn toward 

the wholeness and purity which is our nature, to be in that state of 

presence, and not to reduce that wholeness to anything partial by 
allowing the particular to make us forgetful of the Whole.

human soul (nafs), and its harmony,
and the gift of knowing rightfrom wrong 
surely, he who purifies the soul is fortunate, 
and ruined is he who corrupts it.
—Surah ash-Shams (91) .-7-10

This passage points us toward the inner nature—pure, benevolent, 
harmonious, and whole—which is the natural disposition of the 
human being. The human being has been created in the best of forms, 
but eventually by losing our connection with wholeness we have been 
reduced to a lower state by the circumstances of worldly life.

Consider the fig and the olive, and Mount Sinai, and this secure 
land. In truth, We created the human being in the best of forms, 
and thereafter We reduced him to the lowest of the low, except 
for those who attain faith and do intentionally positive actions, 
and for them is an unending recompense.
—Surah at-Talaq (6s).*i-6
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/ The proximity of rhe images of rhe fig, the olive, and Mount Sinai
/ to the description of humanness as the best of forms is not accidental. 
/ On the surface these are references to the lands of Syria-Palestine and 

Arabia, but at another level these images can be seen as symbolizing 
the distinguishing features of human nature. The fig is an image of 
thehuman brain itself; the olive could be the pupil of the eye, through 

which human intelligence is focused; Mount Sinai could be under
stood as the mound of the frontal cortex, which allows the human 
being the function of intentional action; and the secure land is the 
whole of the organism when the human being has accepted the trust 
of being human and is functioning as a unified whole.

This body is an instrument, a very fine instrument of perception, 

but the being, the perceiver itself, is what is human. The true human 

being embodies the divine presence, Hu. The true human being is the 

eyes and the ears of God. The depth of perception is what is human, 

and that depth is infinite, as deep as God.
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poor bird, which was totally lifeless, held it tenderly in his hands, 

breathed a long Huuuuu .. . and the bird came back to life and flew 

off into the sky.
“Well, this act did not go unnoticed, and before long there were 

many people interested in our shaikh. Many of them asked to attend 

his conversations, and our circle grew. It was not long before we found 

that we had very little time with our beloved shaikh. He was too busy 

to see us, attending to the needs of so many people. Then one day, 

while doing the night prayer after our zikr, our shaikh let out a loud 

and smelly fart. People were astounded that this holy man could do 

such a thing. In a short period of time most of them had lost their 

faith in him, and our circle returned to nearly the size it had been 

originally.

"One night when just the three of us were sitting together, our 

shaikh remarked: ‘You see, my sons, those who come because of a 

pigeon, leave because of a fart’’ ”

PRINCIPLES OF THE PATH OF BLAME

A
 FRIEND OF MINE TOLD ME THIS STORY:

“When I was young I had a shaikh, one of the greatest 

human beings I have ever known. I had met him quite by 

accident. He lived in a small shack in a poor neighborhood. I had to 

deliver some medicine there for my father’s pharmacy. Once inside 

this man’s quarters, I realized I was in the presence of someone quite 

unusual. For one thing, he possessed the relics of several great shaikhs 

of different orders. The day I met him he was having a conversation 

with two other young men about my own age. Their names were 

Metin and Refik. After hearing their conversation, I began to lose 

interest in the things that had occupied me. I wanted only to attend 

these conversations. The three of us were learning so much that we 

wished that more and more people could also hear these conversations. 

We begged our shaikh to allow the size of our circle to increase.

“One day we were attending the prayers at a great mosque. It was 

the feast of ‘Ashura, the twelfth of Muharram. We were just leaving 

the mosque when our teacher paused on the steps because he noticed 

that a pigeon had just dropped dead from the sky. He picked up the

The Path of Blame (Melamet) is a hidden tradition within Sufism,

which is, above all, a way of relating to our egos. It is a kind of spiritual 

warriorship, not a violent warriorship but a subtle and exquisite psy

chological warriorship. This kind of psychology is rarely encountered 

in any of the world’s religious traditions.

The Melamiyya, the blameworthy ones, are those who see them

selves as still subject to hypocrisy and subtle forms of self-importance. 

TheMelami principle is simply to expose one’s blameworthiness. This 

is very different from the “crazy wisdom” school, in which supposed 

spiritual teachers perform incomprehensible and reprehensible acts in 

the name of holiness.

The Path of Blame is not a path to be recommended to anyone 

who is beset with neurotic shame or guilt; it implies and requires a 

certain stage of ego integration and ego development. If we’re not, in 
a certain sense, integrated at the ego level, following the Path of Blame

could be unbalanced or not very useful. It is an esoteric school for 

those who’ve already graduated from a certain level of Sufi education.
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This is why many people who have experience with the Sufi orders 
sometimes find it valuable to either move on, after a certain level of 
training is reached, or mix the Melami principles, and perhaps even 
involvement in a Melami group, with the work of their order. It’s also 
relatively common for shaikhs of the different orders—those who have 
completed the work of the tariqa—to also have an informal Melami 
affiliation. So it’s an advanced teaching, in some ways. It’s also a teach
ing that is very characteristic of the Mevlevis. Mevlevis are natural- 
born Melamis in their attitudes. It is an approach to spirituality that 
is really suited to our place and time because of its invisibility and 
integration with everyday life.

Many of us who are seekers in the modern world have put behind 
us many identifications with conventional religion and belief systems. 
The Melami path is a path of spiritual invisibility, a noninstitutional 
spirituality and yet a spirituality that involves brotherhood and sister
hood, close relationships, spiritual dialogue. Melamis wear no charac
teristic dress, do not identify themselves, and generally tend to keep 
their institutional profile virtually invisible. They consider it a virtue 
to preserve the feeling of an amateur spirituality rather than develop 
an organization.

It would appear that the Melamis of all Sufis are the least involved 
with form. But that is not in fact the case. Remember, Ibn ‘Arabi says 
that Muhammad himself was the foremost of “the people of blame.” 
So there is no denying that there are some nominally Melami groups 
that have very little form. For instance, they don’t wear robes in pub
lic, they don’t create a lodge with a sign on it saying, “The Melami 
Order.” They stay invisible, but the forms of worship, the forms of 
real adab, the sensitivity to what is proper, to what is right and what 
is wrong—these standards are maintained.

On the Melami path the struggle between the self and the Spirit 
becomes increasingly refined and subtle. The work and method are to 
be able to balance the demands of self with the demands of purity. We 
have two sides of our nature: our egoism is visible to all, but our inner 
purity, called fitr in the Qur’an, is not so obvious. Fitr is our pure 
capacity for inner discernment, which depends on the health and pu
rity of the heart.

------------------------------------ -------------------------------------------------------------——————---------------------------------------------------------------------------------

1 The goal of the Melami path is to live a moral and sincere life for 
' the sake of God alone and not to be concerned with appearances. The

Melami does not wish to appear as a spiritual or pious person and 
regards any display of spirituality as a kind of hypocrisy. To be a hypo
crite is to daim for oneself something that one does not possess. Since 
the human being is the extension of God’s Compassion to the cre
ation, there is nothing for us humans to call our own except our limi
tations. The Melami even goes so far as to avoid and escape the praise 
and good opinion of people by making public or even exaggerating 
his own shortcomings, while keeping his superior qualities hidden, or 
attributing them to God. The Melami allows himself to appear as less 
than he is.

So the Melami is willing to go so fir as to even sacrifice his or her 
own respectability. The fundamental attitude toward the ego—our 
egocentricity, our false self—is that we want to deprive it of everything 
that feeds it. The Melami wishes to be free of subtle forms of ego- 
centeredness, including criticizing another to make ourselves look or 
feel superior; indulging our disappointment with those we are close 
to because they have not met our expectations; feeling separate and 
withholding ourselves; inflating ourselves through our achievements 
or talents. We want to sacrifice the pleasure and status of our egocen
tricity, and at the same time be willing to sacrifice whatever we have, 
whatever property, whatever time, whatever resources we have, for the 
sake of others.

Ibn ‘Arabi describes the people of blame in this way.

The Melamis, who are also called the ones who expose their 
blameworthiness, make the literal meaning of “blame” ap
pear weak in comparison to their actions. They are the 
guides on the path leading to Allah. The Master of the Uni
verse is among them, none other than the messenger of 
Allah, the Prophet Muhammad, peace and blessings upon 
him'.

These are the ones who have established upon the face of 
the world Allah’s injunctions of what is right and what is 
wrong. They have shown them in actions. They have ex-
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plained the reasons they have left what belongs to the world 
to the world and what belongs to the hereafter to the hereaf

ter. They look upon the material world as if they are outside 
of it, as the Lord looks upon His creation. They have not 
confused the Truth with the imagination of the Truth.1

The aim of all mystical spirituality is the dissolving of the human 
self in the being of God. This is our ultimate aim, and we know that 
it is our vanity and our pride that creates the false self. The edifice of 
the false self is built on the framework of our vanity and pride. We 
construct a self-image with a certain amount of pretense and defen
siveness. So how do we purify ourselves of the pretense and defensive
ness of the self-image, of the edifice of the false self? The Melami 
approach is to be willing to commit artful acts of sabotage against 
one’s false self. Reflect on Ibn ‘Arabi’s words: “The people of blame 
are the ones who expose their blameworthiness.” We all have blame
worthiness, so if we could simply be open about the truth of our own 
being and not have any pretense about who we are or what we are, we 
would be much better off. There are examples in the history of the 
Melamiyya of people who did unusual things that attracted blame to 
themselves. One doesn’t defend oneself; one doesn’t try to explain 
oneself. If someone thinks a certain way about you, it may be useful 
and even healthy for you to be totally nondefensive about yourself. 
Showing a total nondefensiveness is healthy if your true identity is 
strong enough.

One of the most beautiful examples of the Melami attitude was this 
saying by Nur al-‘Arabi: “If you’re walking down the street and you 
see a drunkard staggering, don’t say, Alhamdulillah, ‘Thank God I’m 
not a drunkard like him,’ but stagger a little bit yourself.” Should we 
actually stagger on the street? Of course not, but perhaps we can recog
nize that there is a bit of a drunkard in us; that I’m really not so 
different from this drunkard. Maybe he’s drunk with his wine and I’m 
drunk with something else, with my pride or daydreams, for instance.

'Ibn ‘Arabi, Futuhdt al-Makiyyah, II, 16.5. Quoted in William Chitrick, The Sufi Path of 
Knowledge (Albany, N.Y.: SUNY Press, 1989), pp. 372-73.

The Path of.Blame
.————————----------------------

So I might realize that actually I’m staggering, too. Unless I’m on the 

straight path, I’m staggering.
So the path of blame is a psychology for learning to consciously 

2nd artfully undermine this sense of the false self, the pretense, the 
identification, the attachment to our ego, and to be doing this always 
on subtler and subtler levels. And the Melami even learns to enjoy 
teasing his or her own ego. How different this is from the touchiness 
of our egos when we feel we are slighted in some way, not given our 
due, or not recognized as we think we ought to be recognized; imme
diately we are wounded, our egos are wounded. But the Melami learns 
to embrace blame. He learns to see those who criticize him or don’t 
think highly of him as his friends, as serving a useful purpose in his 
development. He sees the ego—in the sense of the false self—as the 
partner of shaytan, the devil himself which is the principle of decep
tion; so he’s willing to use any means whatsoever to undermine this 
false self.

The path of blame has always been characteristic of and woven into 
the Mevlevi line, and the Mevlevis have been friends with the Mel- 
amis. If only we could understand that it’s a way of sincerity and that 
we all need to know that such a way exists. It is quite unique; nowhere 
else is this relationship to the ego, this undermining of the false self, 
made this explicit.

The spiritual basis of the Melami path is described by the three 
steps or three stages of fana. The first: there are no actions but God’s 
anions. Second: there are no qualities but God’s qualities. And third: 
there is no existence but God’s existence.

First we begin to realize on many levels, both intellectually and 
experientially, that there is one Agent that has given us life and set us 
in motion. Even though we appear to be acting and making choices 
in our lives, we may come to the realization that something else is 
operating in this whole process. Even the dance between the opposing 
sides of our being, between ego and spirit, is arranged for the benefit 
of our self-realization. And Mevlana conveys the truth of this when he 
tells the story of the young dervish who was chanting, “Allah, Allah, 
Allah,” along the side of the road, and a certain cynic passed by and 
said, “Well, we hear you calling Allah, but we do not hear Allah’s
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answer, do we?” And the poor man, who thought he was doing it all 
himself, that he was making the call and that his call was unanswered, 
fell into depression and self-doubt. Eventually, God sent an angel with 
a message: “Your Lord wants you to know that your calling Him is 
His response to you; your calling Him is His call being made through 
you. ” This is the annihilation, the fana of actions.

The next stage is the annihilation of qualities. Sometimes we experi
ence a moment of patience and, as if that were not enough, we become 
proud, saying, “I’m patient”; or we experience a moment of generos
ity, and our egocentric viewpoint, which finds it so difficult to escape 
itself, grabs onto that experience and says, ‘It’s mine.” If we cannot 
see how we do this, we cannot be sincere and we cannot begin to 
dissolve the false self. If we do not face the power this false self has I
over us, all of our spiritual efforts will be various strategies for ego I
development, and the ultimate result will only be ashes and disillu- I 
sionment. Yet maybe in those ashes and disillusionment we once again I
will rise like a phoenix and begin the quest again, because we all have I 
experienced those ashes already, we’ve all experienced that disillusion- I 
ment with the ploys of our ego masquerading as spiritual work. I

The final stage is the realization that even our own essence does not I 
belong to us. At the core of ourselves is an individualization of Univer- I

sal Spirit, a reflection of God. In so far as we exist at all, we exist as I
servants in relation to Spirit. Everything we are is derived from God, I
and we have only a relative existence in ourselves. 1

A Melami shaikh said to me: “In whatever form we find ourselves, I 
we take that form. There are thousands of caftans of different colors, I 
and no matter which caftan we wear, we take that color. If we are with I 
Mevlevis, we are Mevlevis; if we are in the Church, we are Christians. 1
We take the adab, the behavior of the community we find ourselves I
in, and we accept it, we see it as good. We don’t even like to be called I 
Melamis, but people call us this, so we say, ‘Fine.’ We don’t defend I
ourselves. Actually, we could say that this is the beautiful profession 1
practiced by Muhammad, but we don’t want to say that either, be- I
cause then we might fall into the trap of trying to show the people I
that we are better than others, because we are giving the Prophet’s I J 
name to what we are trying to do. We believe that every one of us in I

----------------------------------- --------------------------------------------------------

this world needs a profession to make a living, but we think that this 
profession is like one wing of a bird. And if it doesn’t have two wings 
to fly, then spirituality is needed in order for this bird to fly. So, we 
need another profession, a spiritual profession, which is the profession 
that Muhammad and all the other prophets had. We have to use bo th 

professions. Our spirituality should not take us too far away from the 
world. We try to be right in the middle of it all, but in a state of 
prayer.”

And so the best teacher may be the most hidden; the best virtue 
may be the virtue that is not aware of itself. The aim of all spirituality 
can only be the dissolving of the human self in the Being of God.
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Become What You Are

P
ARTICULARLY IN NORTH AMERICA, BUT MORE OR LESS ALL 
over the modern world, we have societies that are based on the 
individual. The individual is taken as the center of reality, the 
most important unit of reality, and this assumption pervades every

thing. But in the modern world, meaning the world of the last few 
centuries for the West, this individual who is the center of reality is an 
individual unlike the person of traditional societies and of many East
ern societies. It is an individual cut off from the transcendent; a crip
pled individual, a separated individual, and sometimes an emotionally 
toxic and wounded individual; and yet it is this individual to whom 
we refer everything, and who is taken as the norm of reality.

Any authentic spirituality, whether it is Sufi or something else, any 
spirituality that has not degenerated into a device that serves our ego
ism or our separation, any true spirituality teaches that our humanness 
is a treasure. It was our teachers in the Mevlevi Way, particularly, 
who impressed us with what an incredible thing the human being is. 
“Become what you are” was one of the favorite sayings of our shaikh, 
Suleyman Dede.

So what we are trying to develop is our humanness, our sacred hu
manness. This work is about the integration of humanness with tran
scendence—making them completely one. This is our way; this is the 
way of Muhammad. This is the way of the prophets, and we’re trying

to learn what that way is. And if I were to say that spirituality is the 
ultimate development of our egoism, I wouldn’t be far from the truth; 
because our spiritual development depends on developing something 
in us that is very strong and very clear. Egocen tricity, however, is not 
that strong and clear center, not that clarity of being, not that real “I.” 
Egocentricity is our tendency to be fragmented this way and that way, 
to be seduced from ourselves.

ANNIHILATION OF THE FALSE SELF

People get confused if we talk about fana as the annihilation of the 
self. We should talk, instead, about the annihilation of the unreal, the 
dissolving of the false self, namely the dissolving of all our habits of 
disatisfaction, resentment, and resistance—if only I had a different 
job, if only I had a different body, if only I had a different partner, if 
only I had a different brain. Fana, annihilation, is the letting go of all 
this, the ability to be completely human, to be in touch with some
thing other than that which distracts us or waylays us from our hu
manness. The conception of the devil, or satan (shaytan), in our 
tradition is that which waylays us from our humanness. It’s quite spe
cifically spoken of in the Qur’an, for instance, in Sura Yusuf: “ Truly 
the devil is an avowed enemy of the human being.” So we can think of 
the shaytan as that which reduces our humanness. We want to get out 
of our heads the notion that the spiritual and the human are pointing 
in different directions. It’s not that way at all, but it is necessary to 
find out what our humanness is.

One aspect of being human is the capacity to make a sacrifice. The 
ego, of course, can sacrifice, too. The ego can sacrifice by saying: I’m 
going to work eighty hours a week, and I’m going to save my money, 
and I’m going to take a trip to Paris, and maybe I’ll be discovered and 
meet some really attractive person; but for now I’m going to sacrifice 
and work eighty hours a week and put my money in the bank. That’s 
one kind of sacrifice. But what is the sacrifice of a real human being? 
Parents sacrifice for their children; there is an unselfishness in it, be
cause there is great love. And yet, as beautiful as it is to love yOur
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children, still there is a kind of egoism in it, because, after all, our 

children are from us.

The ultimate state, we might suppose, is to be able to sacrifice for 

other human beings without seeing them all personally, and yet feeling 

love for them as for all manifestations of life. We may not be able to 

do this yet, but maybe the circle of our love is widening and maybe, 

for instance, our love is not limited by the mere likes and dislikes of 

our personality. Maybe we can step beyond the temporary likes and 

dislikes of our personality, to look beyond and to see the being behind 

the mask, rather than seeing another person merely through the dis

torting lens of our own subjective egoism.

This is what a Sufi circle also is for. Once I asked some of our

friends: What’s the most important part of this work? Is it our zikrs? 

Is it our singing together, is it our worship, is it our cooking together, 
is it our conversations? And someone said, “It’s our love,” which runs
through all of these. On the path of love we call upon this love as 
much as we can remember to and as much as we occasionally may 
touch the reality of it. We call it to our aid to help transform our 
egoism, because the ego itself, the commanding self, the nafs al-am- 
mara, is so clever, so powerfill, so continually self-serving. In our way 
we try to remember to call this love to our service. And sometimes we 
feel at that same moment a resistance in us. The resistance is that other
pole. Spirit knows, and still there’s something in us that resists the 
Light. Ego resists any constraints, even the common courtesy of the 
path. Sometimes, instead of seeing it as the most natural thing, instead 
of seeing courtesy, adab, as being the freedom from resistance, and as 
respect, gentleness, and gracefulness, this self projects onto it restraint, 
constraint, repression, artificiality.

SELF-DEVELOPMENT AND SELF-TRANSCENDENCE

In our way we are always trying to do two things at once: one is to 

develop the self and all of its gifts to the highest level. In this work, in 

all sorts of ways, we are trying to bring people out, to bring out their 

humanness, to bring out their qualities, fearlessly, to get people inte-

----- ------------------------------------------------------------------- ------------------  

grated as strong human beings. No shaikh wants weak and meek der
vishes.

So practices, opportunities, and responsibilities are given to people 
all the time, to bring people forth, to bring that integrated self forth 
with all of the divine qualities. And in this case what egoism amounts 
to is our fear, our resistance, our self-doubt, our withholding of our
selves. This is the egoism that has to be annihilated.

At the same time and in complete balance with that, we must de
velop self-transcendence. Self-integration and self-transcendence have 

robe unified. On the one hand we are learning to manifest being with 
clarity, with all the qualities that the moment requires, and at the 

same time we wish to remain free of that false sense of “I,” not to 

unconsciously say me, myself, I.
The human being has two purposes in life: one is to develop his or 

her creative expression to the utmost, and the other is to put that in 
the sendee of something greater than him- or herself. The teaching of 
Sufism seeks to remind us what is worth surrendering to. We are al
ways serving something or someone. So what do we serve? Is it that 
tyrant within ourselves?

There is no fulfillment in serving the self alone, but ultimately ful
fillment comes in having something much greater to surrender to. And 
the Friend is asking for our nonexistence, certainly, but not for a non
existent person. The Beloved is not asking for a nobody in the person
ality sense. We must become everything that we are meant to be; we 
must actualize all the gifts we have, and yet it can’t be done willfully, 
by sheer dint of will and effort; we don’t develop that way.

Among the greatest gifts we have been given are the names of God, 
the qualities of God in the form of specific divine names that we use 
in our practice. The divine names are the vocabulary of the Supreme 
Poet. Their power is such that when we enter into those divine names 
through a zikr, for instance, it’s as if we are putting a fine Damascus 
sword into the fire and holding it there until it is red-hot. If you then 
ask yourself, “Is this sword steel or is it fire?” you realize it has the 
qualities of both. Are you human or are you divine? Are you material 

or are you spiritual? Are you in existence or are you in nonexistence? 
Are you in time or out of time? Are you you!
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We may not be able to truly see ourselves and how we are develop

ing and changing spiritually. We are in the hands of Life; and Life, al- 
Hayy, is also one of God’s names. Without this Life, what would this 
material existence be? If you were to take the Life out of this situation, 
we’d quickly become rotting corpses. This Life is a mystery; it’s not 
explained yet, and it will never be explained—how it enters the world, 
how it gives and takes, how it establishes relationships, how it makes 
us interdependent with the substances of existence. And we know that 
the ultimate source of Life is Love.

Look what became of Mevlana Rumi when he was educated by 
Love, when he was set afire by Love. He became an intoxicated slave 
of God. He spent his nights awake doing hundreds of prostrations in 

prayer, and not out of effort or willfulness.

The shaikhs of this tradition will tell you, “Become the Mevlana of 

time”; so if a shaikh says, “I’m the Mevlana of the time,” don’t 

listen to him, but if he says, “Become the Mevlana of your time,” 

listen, and trust him. Become what you are.

The Education of the Heart

OBJECTIVE KNOWLEDGE AND SPIRITUAL NUANCE
T

he Divine Reality holds us all in its Mercy, and 
yet the needs of humanity at this unprecedented time are very 
great. Our humanness is more challenged than ever before.

We are swimming in a tide of unconsciousness, consumerism, mind- 
numbing distraction, aimless subjectivity, neurotic individualism, and 
philosophical fragmentation. The artificial conditions of modern in
dustrial and postindustrial societies are accelerating time, increasing 
stress, isolating individuals, reducing our human interactions, cor
roding our hearts, and fragmenting every aspect of our existence. We 
have lost the sense and purpose of life. As we have lost our wholeness, 
we have fashioned a world that is not a garden but a place where 
people are enslaved, where the beauties of nature are pillaged, and 
where unjust and unnecessary wars destroy what the human heart 

would create.
The fragmentation that we see on the level of society is, of course, 

only mirroring what we are inside. The compulsive ego is not a unified 
tyranny but a many-headed monster, a shape-shifting phantom. The 
fragmentation of the self is the fundamental cause of all our problems,

*53



254 Nuances
Education of the Heart

and this fragmentation is the direct result of our loss of an objective 
knowledge of the self and Reality.

We are living in a time when the knowledge of all the world’s spiri
tual traditions is available to more and more human beings. We can 
no longer easily maintain the kind of blind faith and insularity that 
suited human beings of former times.

For many people this is an experience of the relativity of all ap
proaches to the Divine. Many people are struggling with the question: 
from where will we draw our certainty, our faith, our commitment to 
spiritual discipline? One of the most pressing questions of our time is: 
Do we live in a postreligious, postdenominational era? And if we do, 
from where will we draw our discipline and practice?

We can see two major trends operating in the world. One is toward 
a generic, self-service, subjective spirituality. Another is toward the 
rigid one-dimensional fundamentalisms.

Will the majority of humanity now settle for a generic, mass-media 
spirituality drawn from the ever-increasing self-help literature, most of 
which is preoccupied with ego themes and feeds upon itself rather 
than from any authentic source?

Or will spirituality be hijacked by those who would offer rigid sim
plifications or indoctrination into a one-dimensional reality? Such a 
religion cannot offer the human heart what it longs for. The human 
heart is an instrument of fine gradations and subtlety. It is an instru
ment that is commensurate with the qualities of the Divine Reality. 
We need a spirituality of subtle nuance, as well as objectivity. We need 
a religion that is as much art as it is law.

Recently I have been asking this question of many people: What 
would be a spirituality adequate to the times we live in? Twenty-years 
ago, perhaps, we may have been hearing about the need for a formless, 
universal, nondogmatic spirituality. Today, many people who have ex
perimented with a formless and eclectic spirituality are asking different 
questions. While they still seek a spirituality beyond dogmatism, they 
are beginning to ask questions like:

By what criteria will we be able to make the right choices in life?
How will I establish some structure in my own life while living in 

a society that seems to have lost its bearings?

—- -------------------------------------------- -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- - ---------------------------------------------------------------------

What will help us to sort through the mass of information and 
opinions that we’re continually bombarded by?

As Sufis we know that the objective knowledge we require cannot 
be constructed by human intellect alone. Intellect can perform many 
useful functions; it can divide, critique, and negate, but intellect is not 
the source of inspired knowledge about the purpose of life. Intellectual 
conjecture too often leads only to a labyrinth of opinion. Sufism is not 
merely the product of human conjecture. It is based upon the divine 
revelations, the Holy Books, which have been handed down to hu
manity and which offer the essential knowledge we need to develop 
our humanness. Admittedly most of these revelations have been dis
torted to various degrees. And even when we have a revelation, such 
as the Qur’an, whose integrity has been preserved, there is the problem 
of understanding what it has to say. So much cultural distortion gets 
in the way, and our own selves get in the way.

But the Qur’an does offer us an essential spiritual vocabulary and 
certain essential propositions. It provides the essential bearings and a 
context for human experience. It provides the anatomy of Reality.

Muhammad said, “Seek knowledge as far as China.” The human 
being is asked to be an active seeker of knowledge, not the passive 
recipient of dogma. But the knowledge we seek must not only be a 
quantitative, factual knowledge, but a qualitative, spiritual knowledge 
as well. The human heart occupies an important place in the anatomy 
of Reality. “The heavens and the earth cannot contain Me; only the 
heart of my faithful servant can contain Me.” We need an education 
of the heart to receive this qualitative knowledge. The heart is not 
merely a vague metaphor for some undefined capacity for feeling. The 
heart is an objective, cognitive power beyond intellect. It is the organ 
of perception that can know the world of spiritual qualities. It is the 
heart that can love, that can praise, that can forgive, that can feel the 
Majesty of God. Only the human heart can say yes, can affirm whole
ness, and can know the Infinite. Guided by its inner discernment, the 
heart can apprehend what is Real.

But the human heart in most cases has suffered so much artificial 
conditioning that it has become a distorted and distorting instrument.
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In order for the heart to be an adequate cognitive instrument, it needs 
reconditioning. The reconditioning of the heart is a task that must be 
guided by objective principles. We have the means to offer the world 
a true psychology of the human being, a true science of the soul, a 
true education of the heart. We have been provided a reliable guide to 
the questions of life in the form of divine revelation and in the exam
ple of complete human beings, beginning with the Prophets and con
tinuing through the renewers of that message, the masters of the 
tradition, the friends of God.

This does not mean that we have a convenient body of dogma to 
answer every question. It means, rather, that we have objective and 
reliable principles that have been handed down from a higher Source 
and from a lineage of complete human beings. It still remains for us 
to verify and apply this knowledge. Is this not the meaning of the 
following passage?

Soon We will show them Our Signs in the farthest horizons and 
in their own souls until it becomes manifest to them that this is 
the Truth. Is it not enough that your Sustainer witnesses all 
things? [Surah Mu’minun (23):J31

Because we are alive within a unified, conscious Reality, possessing 
will, intelligence, conscious purpose, and love, everything is a sign to 
be read, revealing the meanings and purpose of this Reality. We are 
encouraged to look to the signs with our hearts. We have been given 
a revealed text composed of ayahs (signs), and we are promised that 
we will be shown over time the Truth of these signs in ourselves and 
in the farthest horizons.

Here are Signs self-evident in the hearts of those endowed with 
knowledge: and none but the unjust reject Our Signs. [Surah 
al-'AnkabOt (29):49J

In the spiritual psychology of Sufism that was described earlier, the 
heart (qalb) is the midpoint between self (nafs) and Spirit (ruh). The 
heart is suspended between these two equally powerful and attractive
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forces. If the heart gives itself to nafs alone, it does not receive what it 
needs for its own healthy life. It becomes first veiled, then hardened, 
and finally diseased. If the heart opens itself to the influence of Spirit, 
it begins to receive the spiritualizing energies and to distribute them 
to every aspect of the human being and to the wider world. But unfor
tunately the heart is virtually helpless between these two forces of nafs 
and ruh.

What power put our tender hearts in this seemingly merciless situa
tion and why? Could it be that we find ourselves in this dilemma in 
order that we might learn to call out in our weakness, to ask for help, 
to make a dear call to the Infinite?

The real and essential needs of the human being have not changed 
very much over the centuries. Who would disagree, for instance, with 
al-Ghazall’s assessment eight centuries ago that “human perfection re
sides in this, that the love of God should conquer a man’s heart and 
possess it wholly, and even if it does not possess it wholly, it should 
predominate in the heart over the love of all things.”1

What has changed is the form and pressure of those forces that 
could displace the love of God from the heart. And what may change 
further is that human beings may lose the whole notion of love of 
God as the criteria of human perfection and well-being.

To be a Sufi is to be a lover, but not just any kind of lover. We 
need knowledge to discern what to love and what love asks of us, in 
order that we might become Love itself. Mevlana Rumi says: “There 
is no greater love than love with no object.”

Trw/y, those who are faithful and do righteous deeds, the Com
passionate will endow with love. [Surah Maryam (i9):96]

With this spirituality of nuance and with the objective principles of 
the Revelation, we will find the true Faith, or essential Surrender, in 
unexpected places: in great literature as well as in children’s books, in 
nature and ecology, in the honest attempt to deal with social prob-

Al-Ghazali, The Alchemy of Happiness, translated by Claude Field (New York. M. E. 
Shape, 1991), p. 79.
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lems. If there is a primordial religion, it is the objective Reality within 

everything. It is not primarily a religion characterized by a particular 

dress or architecture or customary behavior.

We can read the signs in the unfolding of human history. In this 

unique and unprecedented time, all of humanity is becoming con

scious of important and fundamental rights and obligations:

We may be learning how to live within the laws of God’s ecology.

We may be learning how to maintain open societies where human

rights are guaranteed.

We may be learning how to allow a true partnership between man 

and woman.

We may be learning to find our connection with the Hu, the Divine 

Immanence within.

Mevlana says: “The Sufi’s book is not of ink and letters; it is nothing 

but a heart white as snow.”

Rigid opinion and negative judgment darken the heart. The con

tracted, critical part of the mind is the distorting lens that magnifies 

our identifications and differences, creating a world of self-importance, 

disharmony, and imbalance. Opinion veils the heart. Opinion says: “I 

know, and you do not.” It minimizes our own fallibility and searches 

for the errors of others. It makes ourselves into competitors with each 

other and finally competitors with God, the only Knower. Opinion 

tends toward intellectual arrogance, an occupational disease of esoter- 

icists. It leads to false claims that make orders, shaikhs, and religion 

more important than God. Cultic behavior can undermine any group 

that does not place itself under the purest auspices of Love and illumi

nation. The illuminated heart is content and at peace with God.

We are not people of the past, living solely in our recollection of a 

former purity. We need to have the courage to be of this moment. 
Muhammad said, “He whose one day is like the next is not of us.”

Because tradition can easily crystallize into social conditioning, we 

might keep in mind that our tradition has been one of transcending 

identification with forms and concepts. La illdha il Allah (There is no 
god but God) is a self-transcending affirmation that does not define 

God but allows us to move from one level of reality to the next, always 

transcending our limited conceptions, our idols. The Sufi path is an 

organizing pattern of energy. It has never been a static tradition; it is 

a dynamic way, not a position; it is living, not dead. It is impartial 

illumination, not egoistic opinion.
We need to understand the Revelation with all of the knowledge 

and human experience that is now at our disposal. If the Quran is 
what it claims to be, it must inspire us anew to find the most real and 

appropriate solutions to the challenges the human spirit faces. The 

reality of the message of Muhammad has been in serious trouble be

fore, but it can be revived, God willing.
Sufism is not the state of having preexisting answers to every ques

tion; it is understanding our place in this expansive reality and thus 

being open to the moment, responsive to the Divine Intelligence. As

An illuminated heart is rare; opinion is all too common. The illumi

nated heart sees the Divine Reality, the Balance in all things; it sees 

with the impartial light of Allah. Illumination says: “Let’s see what 

God does; what God does is always beautiful.”

It is essential to work for the unity of humankind, to safeguard the 

planet for future generations, to show a way in which humanity can 

free itself from egoism and fear. The seeking of personal salvation 

needs to be sacrificed in order to make the message clear.

We must remember the facts of our situation: the potential for dev

astation, the economic injustice, the secret powers that shape our lives. 

Humanity is on the brink of catastrophe, and we have been asleep. 

What, therefore, is the most effective means of issuing a call to awak

ening?
It is time to break out of our prisons of private pleasure and secur

ity, to use all our powers of presence and communication to remind 

all human beings of the essential reality of the heart and of the unity 

that can be achieved if we live from the heart. When the heart fills

with the breath of fana, we can float on the stormy seas of life. We do 

not own ourselves anymore; we are only the servants of Hu. This Hu 

is the divine immanence burning within us. In order to be a servant 

of this Hu, we have to make fundamental changes in our lives, to



260 Nuances

------------------------------------------- — vDoO----------------------------- ---

live a heroic generosity, a spiritual chivalry, and to create enduring 
relationships for the sake of God alone.

And verily your people are a single people and I am your Sus
tained therefore be awake to Me and no other. But people have 
fragmented their purpose among themselves into sects: each party 
rejoices in that which is with itself [Surah al-Mu’minOn 
(23): 52-53]

Real human solidarity may be rare, but it is natural and human to 
forget our self-interest in love, to cultivate enduring relationships over 
worldly interests and accomplishments, to build something in the spir
itual dimension, something real and eternal.

This material existence is a canvas that we paint with the qualities 
of our own selves. What we see on this canvas is what we have created. 
If we do not make these changes, we will continue to see a desperate, 
depressed humanity and a ravaged environment. If we don’t find the 
jewel of the Divine Reality within our hearts and begin to live from 
it, the bazaar of this existence may be destroyed stone by stone.

With this objective knowledge and spiritual nuance we must create 
a culture of love. We must invite the era of enlightenment by putting 
spiritual education at the center of all education. We have only one 
kind of work to do, and it is the divine work. This is essential Sufism.

Sufism is nothing less than the path of experiencing our divine es
sence, our Hu, the secret of our humanness. When we appear before 
our Sustainer, bringing all the accomplishments of our lives, our Sus- 
tainer will say, “Bring me the Heart. If the Heart is pleased with you, 
I am pleased with you. Your relationship to your inmost Heart is your 
relationship to Me.” Sufism is essentially the education of the heart. 
This education consists of both enlightenment and maturity. The en
lightenment is the light of continuous zikr in our hearts, light upon 
light, nur ‘ala nur. The maturity consists of the human attributes we 
choose to develop that reflect the beautifiil names of God. The human 
heart is the most precious substance in existence. We are the people of 
Heart, who have heard from deep within our own hearts a voice that 
says: God is Great.

Refractions of a Single Light

APHORISMS

Some of these aphorisms are original, while some of them are inevitably 
derivedfrom insights we have received from our teachers.

Behind the veil of appearances,
Mercy and Love prevail
over all qualities in the universe.

Life is a school of love,
and love is the only lesson 
to be learned in this life.

The more we fall in love with Truth,
the more our intelligence increases.

If we don’t know our own value,
even though we may know the value of everything else,
we have failed in the most essential knowledge.

The Creative Power of the universes
created human nature as its foremost 
theater of manifestation.

Developing our presence, our inner being, 
is developing that which is most essentially 
and characteristically human.
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All universes are contained within 

the experience of human presence.

The human heart is the doorway to Reality.

Everything in existence is in a state of worship naturally, 
except the human being, 
for whom it must be a conscious choice.

The lover is in relationship with his or her Origin, 

as a child with its mother.

For a human being, worship leads toward 

the authentic connection with all levels of reality.

All loves are the reflection of One Love 

and ultimately lead to that Love.

The gift of will is the capacity

for making a conscious choice.

The supreme act of will is to choose to be in harmony 

with the Divine Will, the sum of all will.

The greatest development of self 

is to be free of all selfishness.

Every breath offers a new possibility 

to be aware of Spirit.

All religions worship the same One.

Real prayer is an intimate dialogue with Reality.

We do not melt in God without love. 
We do not survive in God without 

the poverty and humility of submission. 

Humility is our awareness of 

our dependence on a vast Intelligence.

The universe is infinitely intelligent, 
and it is for human intelligence to recognize 
just how intelligent.
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Faith is our certainty regarding the Unseen Beneficence. 

Experience is structured to reveal Spirit and develop soul.

Faith and denial are the two essential choices

faced by each human being.

Separation is the fundamental sin, 
which has countless expressions.

When we stop complaining, we will be in paradise.

Ego is the fuel of hell.

Indulging our appetites is not 
a reliable path to happiness.

Every particle of the universe can be
a distraction or a reminder.

Whatever brings people together for a good is good.

Generosity is a sign of our reliable 
connection to the Abundance.

Service is a sign of our active connection to Life.

It is possible to live other than the way 
we see being lived around us.

The degree of harmony in our relationships 
is the degree of our skillfulness in living the Truth.

The self must get accustomed to
the experience of surrender
in order to purely be itself.

Gratitude is better than the gift.

Let us observe how we fill ourselves
and learn to be more empty.

Everything on the outside is only reminding us 
of what we are inside.
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Everything of real value is invisible.

Grace is always available to us, 

only we are not always available to receive it.

The human being is purely a reflector 

of the attributes of the One.

Nothing but limitation originates with the human being.24

Sometimes the purpose of sin 

is to awaken us to forgiveness.

Reality teaches through contrasts.

Time and space do not exist for the heart.

The human being cannot become God, 

but God is the Reality of the human being.

!4For us servanthood is greater than sovereignty;

spiritual maturity is knowing the time and place for each.

We must first learn to be a child of the moment 

before we can become the parent of the moment.

Hunger is the food of the wise.

.—————--------------------------------------------------------------

Take care of whatever is placed in your care 
as you would want to be cared for.

There is freedom in preferring others’ needs to our own.

The greatest pleasure is the felicity that comes 
from having lived with compassion and kindness 
toward other human beings.

All of humanity is a single body.

Be aware of the drumbeat of death in the distance.

Life is a dream whose meaning will be revealed 
when we awaken from life.

To die before death is the greatest freedom.

God is the light of the heavens and the earth 
and the mirror of our inmost experience.

God is a vast ocean;
the human being is God in a usable portion.

God is the educator of the universes.

Be at the side of those who remember God often.

Why trust or depend upon appearances?

We are responsible for our intentions, not for outcomes. 

Thought is a form of action.

One cannot think properly or make use of thought 
if one has not learned to stop thinking.

Meditation is listening to the silence within.

The greatest wisdom is listening 

to the guidance of the heart.

The best course of action is 

when reason and the heart agree.

To accomplish the task of being human 
is not impossible nor unlikely, 
because it is what we are designed for.

Our spirituality and our humanness are not in conflict.

Love is a surrender of wills.
Lovers disappear in each other, 
and from their disappearance God emerges.

Love cleanses us of false attributes 
and reveals our essence.

The self is the outer covering of God. 
Every outer covering is different.
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“Worldliness” is nothing but the code 

of drudgery, greed, and arrogance.

A needy person humiliates himself for trivial things.

A lazy person is deprived of the divine path.

There is no such thing as death.,

No one is going to die. But since death is so valuable, 

it has been hidden in the safe of fears.

If we can discard the words that belong to our self, 
the Friend will speak through us.

Total surrender; transparency of self, is salvation. 
It is the full understanding 
of our insolvency, our metaphysical poverty.

When ego disappears, our burden is lighter. 

Whenever we judge another, 
whether he knows it or not, 
we hurt God.

Though we are judged and blamed, 
we will love; we must love.

The clothes of love are 
knowledge, ethics, and religion.
Love is beyond all of them.

The language of conscience is sweet and good.
The language of blame is devilish.

God loves us to be together.
God is us-with-us and doesn’t like loneliness.

Love surrounds us,
but only one who loves
can direct its current.

Refractions of a Single Light
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Spiritual conversation is divine light.
It brings us close together and melts us in unity.

If we attempt to go this way alone, 
we will only find our own egos.

Let our hymn, our communion, our prostration 
be our love for each other for God’s sake, 
without profit or recompense.

The divine path rejects no religion.

The essence of worship is to love.

Real joy will come when we have given up name and form. 
This great power has neither name nor form.
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In whomever we see a spark of love, we are their servant.
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A definition has to cover all kindred aspects of 
what is being defined, and should be free from 
all aspects which don’t agree with it.

—Hasan Tahsin Baba

A definition is a statement that includes all the 
friends of the defined and excludes all its ene

mies.

—Murat Yagan

T
his “glossary is an attempt to build a more precise 
spiritual vocabulary in the English language. Its purpose is not 
to explain foreign terms, which will for the most part be ex
plained in the text itself.

Every field of knowledge requires its own specific vocabulary, a 
well-defined glossary for its own needs. English is a relatively undevel
oped language for the expression of spiritual realities, especially when 
compared with certain languages like Greek, Hebrew, Sanskrit, or Ara
bic. These languages not only have a long history as vehicles for the 
expression of spiritual realities, they have also been the recipients of 

revelation, by which we mean a direct communication from divine 

intelligence.
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In order to be able to communicate with each other and to achieve 
a coherent knowledge at the conscious and unconscious levels, we 
would do well to have a spiritual vocabulary that is both precise and 
unified. In our definition of “humbleness,” for instance, we find a 
relationship between this single word and the master truth of Sufism: 
“The awareness of our dependence on Spirit, that we are not the origi
nators of anything but the reflectors of the attributes of Spirit; and the 
awareness of our need for other human beings.”

Ideally, every word of our spiritual vocabulary should clarify and 
support other terms and remind us of the essential truths of the teach
ing. While it is true that the Arabic language, for instance, may have 
a precision, depth, and allusiveness that English lacks, we still have an 
obligation to use the English language as well as we can. This is made 
all the more urgent as English, for better or worse, seems to have 
become the most widely spoken language on our planet.

Abundant Life Living life fully and being consciously aware of be
coming whole with your mind, body, soul, and ecology.

Allah The Divinity; the God of all religions, who is beyond any de
scription or limitation.

Appropriateness The child of love and humbleness.
Attain m ent The progress in using human faculties. Something is an 

attainment if it can be produced at will.
Attri bute The Divine Qualities and Meanings that are the real caus

ative factors of the manifestation of material existence.
Awareness Any perception; not necessarily “conscious.” 
Baraka Grace; Divine charm; the ability of putting into action the 

divine attributes of supraconscious mind.
Being A timeless, spaceless attribute, satisfying in itself, that can be 

experienced by the soul. When applied to an individual human being 
it is the degree of our identification with Spirit.

Beauty Anything that becomes our point of contact with Love.
Beloved One’s point of contact with Essence; it can be one person, 

and it can be everywhere.
Chivalry (fatuwwdy. Heroic sacrifice and generosity. The Sufi ethic 

that traces back to the family of the Prophet.

----------------------------------- ----------------------------------------------------------

Completed Human Being Someone who has become transparent 
to God and thus can reflect the Divine Attributes appropriately.

Completion Being one with the Whole, realizing Truth.

Consciousness The degree of our awareness, inner and outer, on 
as many levels of our experience as are available to us. A potentially 
comprehensive awareness that encompasses thinking, feeling, and 
bodily sensation without being limited by them.

Contentment The awareness of one’s present richness, without 
preduding having more.

Denier (i^fr) One who denies the reality of a beneficent Unseen 
Order; the original Arabic term is often poorly translated as “unbe
liever.”

Dergah A Persian word for a Sufi training center. Synonyms: tekke 
(Turkish), zawia (North African), khdnaqah (Persian and Indian),

Dervish A seeker on the Sufi path; one who stands at the threshold 
between slavery and freedom.

Discernment (furqari) An innate capacity within the human being 
to discern the good and the true.

Discipline Methodical pursuit. The state of someone who does ev
erything for a purpose.

Disposition (fitra) The natural disposition to the Good that God 
has instilled in the human being.

Ecology Relationship with our environment.

Ego (nafi) The self, which we will always continue to transform and 
develop into ever more subtle and spiritualized states of being.

Egoism The self in its more compulsive manifestations. The self-righ
teousness of the intellect working for its own survival at the expense of 
the whole self. The illegitimate child of the union of mechanical 
thought and selfish desire;

Elder A mature carrier of the teaching; a light-holder of the tradition.

Emancipation Freedom from the fear of loss.

Essence i. God; that from which everything proceeds. 2. The essen
tial nature of anything; that which is inherently and utilizably good in 
something.
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Faith Hope substantiated by knowledge. Certainty regarding the real

ity of the Unseen Beneficence.

F ana The state of having melted into the Divine Being, which is fol
lowed by or alternates with baqa\ the state of resurrecting through the 
Divine Being.

Freedom Having will; being free of negativity; doing what one 
chooses without hurting anyone.

Futuwwah See Chivalry

God The absolute source and subtlest state of everything; the sum of 
all will; the ultimate meaning of everything.

G r a c e The continuous overflowing of the Divine Essence that is com
ing to all witnesses of God. The grace we receive only depends on our 
ability to receive.

G ras p Understanding reached through our mobilization of the supra-
conscious and subconscious minds, as well as our five senses.

Heart {qalb} The subconscious/supraconscious faculty of mind; all 
the faculties of mind that are nonintellectual. The core of our individu
ality. The midpoint between self and Spirit, which allows a connection 
to be formed between them.

Higher Self That parr of ourselves which is in contact with the 
Creative Power or Divine Being.

H u The pronoun of Divine Presence, also understood by Sufis to be 
the indwelling presence of God.

Human Being (insdri) A vehicle for individualized Spirit; the most 
complete witness of Spirit within this material world.

Humbleness The awareness of our dependence on Spirit, that we 
are not the originators of anything but the reflectors of the attributes 
of Spirit; and the awareness of our need for other human beings.

I ma g i na l In terworld
Intellect (aql) Thought, distinguished from the faculties of the su- 

praconscious mind; mind activated by will and reason. The faculty of 
mind most under our immediate control.

ntention fhimmah) An aim or wish, clearly formulated in words, 
by which we mobilize the energy to attain that aim or wish. Having a 
spiritual intention is the beginning of integrity.

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- --------------------------------------------------

Interdependence The recognized need of human beings for each 
other in order to attain the fullness of life on all levels from material to 
cosmic.

Interworld {barzakb} Mundus imaginalis, an intermediate visionary 
realm between pure meaning and material existence; the locus of imag
ing experience.

Knowing heart Loving mind (Turkish, gon-ill}. All the faculties of 
the mind that transcend the intellect. The supraconscious, subtle, cre
ative, and spiritual departments of mind.

Knowledge Seven levels are recognized: knowing something’s name; 
knowing through the senses; knowing about something; knowing 
through deeper grasp and understanding; knowing through doing; 
knowing through the supraconscious faculties; knowing by Spirit 
alone.

LatIfas Capacities of the human nervous system to reflect the one 
Creative Energy. For example, just as the brain is the platform of intel
lectual mind, which is one kind of reflection of the Creative Energy, 
there are other, more subtle faculties, which can apprehend the infinite 
qualities of Being.

Leader {shaikh} Someone who is lifted up by others in order to be of 
service, to get a particular job done, to whom we give love, respect, 
and whatever necessary to get the job done.

Life (Azjjy) An attribute of God. It is from eternity to eternity and 
forms our existence.

Love The greatest transforming power; our experience of Spirit. The 
electromagnetic milieu in which we all exist, which exerts various forces 
of attraction among all that it contains.

Lower self The self based on ego.
Marriage The result or destination of our sexual maturing and fer

mentation.
Maturity Skillfulness within our particular ecology, which comes 

from the development and balance of latent human faculties under 
divine grace and guidance. It leads to fulfillment in every department 
of life.

Mevlana (or Mawlana) “Our Master”; an honorific commonly ap
plied to Mevlana Jalaluddln Rami.
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Meditation Listening within, a function of consciousness, nor intel
lect.

Meekness Patience developed in suffering acts of injustice.

Mind The whole field of Reality.

Mysticism (tassawuf) A faculty peculiar to the human being, which 
is obvious to neither the intellect nor the senses, but which depends on 
the refinement and receptivity of faculties within the supraconscious 
mind.

Nothingness The point reached by utmost subtilization. Like sugar 
dissolved in water, the self is not really gone.

Personality Learned habits of thought, feeling, and behavior; the 
social self. Personality can either manifest our essence or obscure it.

Point of Contact A person through whom we gain access to 
Higher Self.

Presence The state of being consciously aware, in alignment with 
our deepest and highest capacities.

Prophet One who brings a Code of Living, a Sacred Law. A prophet 
may also initiate an elite into knowledge of the Truth.

Rab it a An affectionate bond formed between a dervish and shaikh in 
which spiritual support and protection are maintained.

Rabb (Sustainer, Lord, Educator) A synonym for Allah, the Rabb al- 
Alamln, Lord of All Worlds.

Remembering, remembrance (zikr) When the state of presence 
comes into relationship with the Divine Being, whether in its Majesty 
or its Intimacy.

Revelation A communication of the Divine Being for the sake of 
guidance; instructions for the realization of our true human nature 
from the Source of our human nature; the Holy Books (explicitly: 
Torah, Psalms, Gospels, Qur’an; implicitly the sacred books of all tra
ditions) .

Sacred Law (SZwrrtz/) A code of living based upon the Qur’an and 
the example (sunnah) of Muhammad, whose intention is to restore and 
safeguard our humanness and the social order.

Secret (wrr) The knowledge of which helps the human being to dis
cern the Real from the illusory. The innermost essence of the human.

—-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------—————————-----------------------------------------------

Self The sense of identity, that with which we are always working. At 
the lowest level it can be a complex of psychological manifestations 
arising from the body and related to its pleasure and survival. At its 
highest level it can be experienced as an infinitely refinable substance. 
& 460 Soul; Spirit

Sensing Being grounded in an awareness of the body.
Service The functional outcome of being connected to Cosmic En-

Shaikh See Leader
Sin Separation from Essence; the opposite of submission. Saying no to 

God.
Soul Individualized Spirit. The core of individuality, which can be 

developed and spiritualized and which forms a connection between ego 
and God/Spirit. See also Self; Spirit

Spirit The first or primary manifestation of the Essence we call God. 
Spirit (spiritual self, essence, ruh) as an attribute of the human being is 
described as an impulse or command (amr) from God. Spirit is the 
essence of life itself. It is like a nondimensional point that is linked to 
the realm of Unity and has access to the realm of Attributes, the Divine 
Names. See also Self; Soul

Submission Lower self bowing to Higher Self. Listening to the direc
tive of Higher Self wherever we find it.

Sufi A word first used to describe one who understands Essence be
yond forms. A word whose root means pure and unadulterated.

Sufism (tasawwuf) The education of our humanness; the cultivation 
of divine character.

Supraconscious Faculties of the human mind that are subtle and 
nonintellectual, a synonym for which is heart.

TarIqa The spiritual path. A Sufi order; an esoteric school with a spiri
tual lineage.

Truth For the human being: the knowledge that I am not separate 
from the Whole.

The Unseen Those aspects of reality we have veiled ourselves from; 
the reality behind appearances made up of qualities, intelligence, and 
will.
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Will The ability to do consciously; the faculty of conscious choice; a 
unique attribute of the human being.

Wisdom Knowledge that comes from within.
Worship Loving respect for a higher spiritual Power; a yearning 

found in human beings.
Yearning One of the most valuable attributes of a seeker, which be

come the motivating force of the whole journey of return to God.
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‘ashiq, meaning of (story), 155-158 
as-Sabur (the Patient), 101 
attainment (glossary), 270 
‘Attar, 161 
attribute (glossary), 270 
awareness (glossary), 270

balanced or inspired self (na/r al-mulhama), 
in 

baraka (grace), 51,137
(glossary), 270 

beauty (glossary), 270 
being (glossary), 270 
Bektashi tradition, 129-130 
Beliak, Shaikh Daud, 140 
Beloved (God, Divine Being), 53,105, 251 

(glossary), 270 
and lover, merging of, 105 

Beneficence, Unseen, 198 
Beneficent Being, 17
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Beneficent Reality, 42,108,109, 228 
BistAml, Abu Yazid, 128,162 
blaming self (nafi al-lawwdmd), in 

body, the, 6, 211
Buddhism, 16,17,194

sacred texts of, 170

Camus, Albert, 161
Chelebi, Celaleddin, 18
chille (period of training), 140-142
Chishti, Moinuddin, 51
chivalry (fiutuunvd) (glossary), 270 
Christianity, Word of God in, 168 
commanding self {nafi al-ammdra), 63, 

64-65
community, and relationships, 115—158 
Compassionate Reality, 166 
complete or perfected self {nafi al-kamild),

«3

commercial nature of, 122
and false self, 104
and individual, 15,49
and spiritual starvation, 31
view of body, 6
view of individual, 66 

culture, traditional, and religion, 194 
culture, Western

compared with Islamic, 122 
forms of knowledge in, 201
and skepticism, 119-120
and spiritual bankruptcy, 222

deconstruction of the false self, 240-247 
Dede, Shaikh Suleyman, 140,248 
denier {kafir) (glossary), 271 
dergah (Sufi meeting place), 215

(glossary), 271 
dervish

and sobriety, 213-222
pretending (tawajud), 216 

education, Sufi, premises of, 32-34 
egalitarianism, in Sufism, 120-121 
ego (*$, 37-38,49. 5i. 65-66, 74, 78-80,

105,119-120,207-208, 209-210, 228,
236,241. See also nafi

compulsions of, 74
compulsive, 253

lk\*l

and Path of Blame (Melamet), 241
pursuits of, 37-38 
as “silhouette,” 105
and spirit, 78-80
wounded, in modern culture, 128

egoism, 48-49,195,221 
(glossary), 271

elder (glossary), 271
emancipation (glossary), 271

Completed Human Being 
(insdn-i kamil), 20, 20—29 
(glossary), 271 
(Pir), 136-137

completion
as aim of Mevlevi Way, 20—29 
(glossary), 271 
methodology of, 24—26 

compulsive-obsessive self (zz/z/r al-ammdra), 
hi

connection (rabita), 51 
consciousness

alteration of, 223 
flame of, 96—97 
(glossary), 271 
of God (taqwa), 238 
purification of, 8—10 

conscious reflection (tafakkur), 222 
contemplation, themes for (Rumi), 84-95 
contentment (ridd), 113

(glossary), 271 
conversation, spiritual. See sohbet 
courtesy, respect. See adab 
cult(s), 118,120,131,194. 259 

and hierarchy, 120 
culture, current or modern, 104, 106-107.

See also postmodern culture

(glossary), 271 
price of being a, 134-135 
relationship with shaikh, 139 
way of, 134-139

“designer religion,” 196 
discernment (fiirqdn) (glossary), 271 
disciples, attraction of (story), 240-241 
discipline (glossary), 271 
disposition (fitra) (glossary), 271 
Divan (Rumi), 197
Divine Being (Allah), 12,53, 61,105,177 

as “background,” 105
Divine Beneficence, 166.also Benefi

cence
Divine Love, 19, 54
Divine Presence (Hu), 234
Divine Reality, 66, 74, 253, 254, 260
Divine Will, 22J-226 
drunkenness

from intoxicating substances (drugs), 
223-229

as term lor spiritual ecstasy, 213-215 
dunyd (“world”), 150

ecology (glossary), 271 
ecstasy (wajd), 204, 213-222

and egoism, 221

Emre, Ishmael, 48
Yunus Emre, 40,51,55,125,138,162, 212 
enlightenment, 21,27-28 
entitlement, Westerners’ sense of, 123
eros, 38-39,47
Eros (Greek deity), 53
essence (glossary), 271
essential nature, 12
everyday life, sacredness of, 181-189 
existence

fragmented, 106
physical aspects of, 74

experience, inner, and revelation, 15-16 
Eyvallah (“Yes, God,” etc.), 131,153

faith (glossary), 272 
false self. See self
family, spiritual, 129-130

fana (union with God, annihilation), 112,

three stages of, 245-246 
faqr (spiritual poverty), ni-112 
&tin& 74-75.184.187

mafihi (Rumi), 79,144 
fragmentation, 106, 206-209, 253

of existence, 106
psychic, 206-209 

freedom (glossary), 272 
Freud, Sigmund, 62 
Friend (God, Divine Being), 53, 135, 251 
friends of God (waltulldh), 162 
fulfilled self (nafi al-radiyyd), 112 
fundamentalisms, 254 
futuwwah (glossary), 272 
Futuwwah orders, and chivalry, 18

Gabriel, Archangel, 165,166, 176, 196 
gnostic groups, 196
God. See also individual names of God 

attributes of, 22 
experience of, 227—228 
(glossary), 272 
love of, 55—56 
synonyms for, 4

God’s beloved (human being), 44—45 
God’s signs, 203
Gospels, the, 165. See also New Testament 
grace (baraka), 51,137

(glossary), 272 
grasp (glossary), 272 
“green man” (Khidr), 138 
group. See Sufi group 
group process, and leadership, 117—133 
guide, Sufi, 118—121. See also teacher, leader

ship, shaikh

Hadlth, 75, 82,153,165
quotations, 75, 82

Hadlth Qudsi, quotations, 41, 45, 71,
94,162,182 

halka (Sufi circle), 152 
Hallaj, 162 
Halveti-Jerrahi Order, 196—197 
Hatun, Zcynep, verse, 57-58 
heart (qalb), n, 69-83, 99-101, 104, ig2, 

202, 208, 2IO-2II, 253-260, 256-9 
260

as active imagination, 202
as center of unconscious, 82 
education of, 253-260 
and ego, 78
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(glossary), 272 
the knowing, 11, 69-83 
living from, 77 
mediation of, 104 
purification of, four stages, 75 
purity of, 73-76 
and relation to soul, 211 
remembrance of, 99-101 
and Sufism, 260 
and thinking mind, 82

Heidegger, Martin, 161 
hierarchy

of service and responsiblity, 121 
Western notion of, 120 

higher self (glossary), 272 
Hinduism, 170 
holistic, use of word, 107 
holographic model, 20 
Holy Books, the, 143, 255
7/w (indwelling presence of God), 233- 

259-260
(glossary), 272 

Hui Neng, 161 
Hujwlri, 153, 219 
human being (insan) 

completed. See Completed Human 
Being

(glossary), 272
as God’s beloved, 44-45 
as God’s representative (khalife), 183, 

23^-236
human way of life, 14-19 
humbleness (glossary), 272 
humility, 49-50,106,109-110,113,123-124 

as condition of transparent self, 106

Iblis, 234-235
Ibn al-Arabr, Ibn ‘Arabi, 3, 51, 65, 66-68, 

76-77,161,162,193, 215, 236-237, 
242, 243-244 

imaginal (glossary), 272 
imaginal world (mundus imaginalis, 'alami 

mithal), 202 
imagination, active, 201-203 
individual, and modern culture, 15, 49, 248

___________________________

individualism, 8, 207 
individuality 

nature of, 64 
as unified whole, 210 

inner struggle, 61-68 
insan (human being). See human being 
insdn-i kdmil. See Completed Human 

Being
inspired self (rw/? al mulhama), 63 
intellect (4^/) (glossary), 272 
intention (himmah) (glossary), 272 
interdependence 49-50 

(glossary), 273
interworld (barzakh) (glossary), 273 
“In the End Is Our Beginning” (story), 

140-142
intoxication. See drunkenness 
Iqbal, Muhammad, 187,233 
Islam, 33,162,168,170,175,176,195-197. 

199, 205, 222
’ rituals of, 196

and Sufism, 33,162,197 
view of Jesus, 199 
Word of God in, 168

jalal (rigor), 205 
jamal (gentleness), 205 
Jelal (Master), 140 
Jerrahi, Nureddin, 197 
Jesus, 123,125,164,168,170,185-186,198>

199
as viewed by Islam, 199 

JllanI, ‘Abdul Qadir, 51,112,113 
Judaism, 170
Jung, C. G., 38-39, 205

Ka‘bah, 184,195 
kahlife (representative or caretaker), 185 
kalimah (the Word), 167 
Kashfal-Mahjilb (Hujwiri), 153,219 
Khadija, 163
Khan, Hazrat Inayat, 162
Khidr, 138
Khwajagan, 145 
knowing, seven stages of, 70-71 
knowing heart, the, n, 69-83

(glossary), 273

knowledge
(glossary), 273 
of love, 35-37 
subde organs of, 80-83
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lover and Beloved, merging of, 105 

“Lover’s Tale, A” (Ibn al-Arabl), 3 

love’s universe, 37-45 
lower self (glossary), 273

Lao Tzu, 161
ZmJ&r, ///-^//(subtleties), 80 

(glossary), 273
leader (shaikh) (glossary), 273 
leadership, 117-133,121-124 
life (hajy)

(glossary), 273 
human way of, 14-19. See also sacredness 

of everyday life
purpose of, ro, 251 

loss, of soul, 201-212 
love, rr, 35-57,105,132,136,149,173, 186, 

189,194
connection of (rabita), 136 
as context of all, 41-43 
definition, 50 
and egoism, 48-49 
and emotion, 46 
as expression of universe, 40-41 
of the Unite, 52 
(glossary), 273 
of God (Divine Love), 55-56 
for God and His creation, 54 
and group process, 132 
as healing force, 11 
knowledge of, 33-37 
merging into, 194 
as mystery and knowledge, 173 
nature of, 43,47-48 
paradoxes of (Jung), 38-39 
path of, 250 
as potential, 52 
and presence, 52-57 
and problem of human existence, 149 
as religion, 56-57,195 
role in modern life, 37-39 
school of, 39-45 
spectrum of, 46-51 
spiritual, nature of, 54 
of our source, 53-56 
without knowledge, 40

marriage (glossary), 273

Marx, Karl, 62

Mathnawi (Rumi), 197 
maturity 

and enlightenment, 27-28 

(glossary), 273 

Sufi concept of, 119
meditation

contrasted with zikr, 100-101
(glossary), 274

meekness (glossary), 274
Melamed (the people of the blame), 143 
Melami path. See Path of Blame (Melamet) 
Melamiyya (the blameworthy ones), 241 
mentor-student (shaikh-murid) relation

ship, 24
Mevlana. See Rumi

(glossary), 273
Mevlevi, 18,101,150,174,197, 216, 218, 220, 

242, 248
gathering (tekke), 150 
path, 174 
tradition, 216, 218 
whirling practice (salah), 101,188, 197, 

216, 220
mind

beyond intellect, 202
(glossary), 274 

minimalism, spiritual, 206-209 
mirror

heart as, 74 
world as, 22-23

modern culture. See culture, current or 
modern

monotheism, 205 

Moses, 138,164 
Muhaiyadeen, Bawa, 162 

Muhammad (the Prophet), 15,18, 23-24
33.4b 65,71, 75,125,127-129,138,15O 
151,162,165-166,168, i73-i8o, 182— ’
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187,187,196-199, 214, 216, 222, 242, 
246, 248, 255, 258 

example of, 174-177 

and Melamis, 246 
revelation of, 165-166 
as vehicle of Divine Message, 168 

muhib, meaning of (story), 155-158 
mundus imaginalis (imaginal world), 202,

209 
murid, meaning of (story), 155-158 
mysticism (tassawuf) (glossary), 274

mz/r (ego-self), 64-67, 80, 81, m-113 

opposition to, 66-67
rw/5 al-ammdra (commanding or compul

sive self), 63, 64-65, in
rw/S al-kamila (complete or perfected self),

nafi al-lawwdma (blaming self), in 
al-mardiyya (self of total submission),

112
wzz/f al-mulhama (balanced or inspired 

self), 63,111

nafi al-mutma ’inna (tranquil self), hi 
nafi al-radiyya (fulfilled self), 112 
Naqshband, Bahauddin, 51 
Nasr, Seyyed Hossein, 168 
needs, of our time, 191—229 
Neoplatonism, 204 
New Age, 107,129 
New Testament, 168,170 
Nietzsche, Friedrich Wilhelm, 161 
night vigil (practice), 75 
nonconformity, institutionalized, 214-215 
nothingness (glossary), 274 
nuances, of Sufism, 231-267 
Nur al-‘Arab?, 244

Oneness (tawhld), 23,113,183 
remembrance through, 101 

organs, subde, of knowledge, 80-83 
Osho (formerly Rajneesh), 196

following the one given, 31-32 
of intensified spiritual relationship, 

126-128
Sufi (tariqa), 118

Path of Blame (Meldmet), 240-247 
principles of, 241-247 

personality (glossary), 274 
philos, 47
Pir (Completed Human Being), 136-137 
Plotinus, 204, 205

point of contact (glossary), 274 
polytheists. See psychological polytheism 
postmodern culture, 4-13,62-63, 136, 

and loss of faith, 136 
and loss of soul, 206 

poverty, spiritual (faqr), 111-112 

prayer before sunrise (practice), 75 

presence, 52-57, 64,106,209 
(glossary), 274 
and love, 52-57

profit motive, and Sufi teaching, 121-122 

prophet (glossary), 274 
psyche, the, 204-205 
Psyche (Greek deity), 53 
psychic fragmentation, 206-209 
psychic ghettos, 207 
psychoactive substances (drugs), use of, 

223-229
psychological polytheism, 202,204,205,

209, 211 
psychology 

contemporary, 62-63 
spiritual, 193, 256-257 
Sufi, 59-114 
transpersonal, 106-107 

purification 
of consciousness, 8-10 
of heart, 73-76 

purpose of life, 10, 231 

Padmasambhava, 161
path. See also Path of Blame 

courtesy of the, 149-134

qalb (heart), 63-64, 76, 80. See also heart 
qualities, 72-73,108-110
Qur an, 15,17, 22, 23, 25,33, 51, 61,63, 

122,138,133,169-173, 186,193, 197- 
200, 233, 242, 255, 257, 258

as Living Word, 161-173 
quotations from, 198, (surah 2:23) 164,

(surah 2:25) 171, (surah 2:30-39) 234- 

235> (surah 2:115) 81,102,201,217,229, 
(surah 2:152) 103, (surah 2:168) 249, 
(surah 2:185) 168, (surah 2:198) 97, 
(surah 3:3) 164, (surah 3:191) 101,185, 

201,217,229, (surah 4:82) 164, (surah 
6:115) 167, (surah 7:179) 236, (surah 

11:18-19) 68, (surah 14:24-27) 167, 
(surah 14:37) 164, (surah 17:83) 16,173, 
(surah 18:28) 100, (surah 20:4) 12, 
(surah 20:5) 87, (surah 23:28) 80,100, 

hi, (surah 23:52-53) 260, (surah 25:43) 
236, (surah 24:45) 3, (surah 29:45) 97, 
103, (surah 30:30-31) 237-238, (surah 
33:72) 237, (surah 41:44) 236, (surah 
41:53) 169,187, (surah 50:33) 169, 
(surah 50:37) 169, (surah 65:1-6) 238, 
(surah 70:19-21) 236, (surah 89:29- 
30) 173, (surah 91:7-10) 238, (surah 

94:1) 92,103
and spiritual universality, 17 

and Sufi path, 174—175 
and tonal presence, 169-173 
as Word of God, 161,171-172

Rabb (Sustainer), 16
(glossaty), 274

Rabia, 51,109
(connection of love), 51,136

reality, 7-8, 11
spiritual, alienation from, 7-8

Reality, 199
Beneficent, 108,109
Transpersonal, 113 

reason, 77,183
relationship, 45,49-51,115-158 

beyond time and space, 50-51 
and community, 113-138 

conscious, 30 
purpose of, 43 
between shaikh and dervish, 139

spiritual, path of, 126-128 
with teacher, 125-126,136 

religion, 193,196 
remembrance of God (z/£r), 54, 64, 96- 

103, hi

(glossary), 274 
of the heart, 99-101 

revelation (tanzil), 13-16,163-166,186 
(glossary), 274 
and inner experience, 15-16 
of Muhammad, 165-166

ridd (contentment), 113
Rifai, Ahmed, 51
Rosicrucian groups, 196 

(Spirit, spiritual self), 63, 64, 80—81, 

203, 210, 256-257
ROmi, Mevlana Jalaluddln, 5,18, 29, 38, 

44-45, 50, 51, 56, 79, 84-95,12I» I23> 
125,129,135,144,149,155-158,161,162, 

162,171,172-173,185, 216, 218, 219- 

220, 222, 245, 252, 257, 259, 
themes for contemplation, 84-95 

verses, 7,9,10,12,13, 42, 43, 43~44. 45» 
82-83, 84-95, n7» I49~I5°’ 213-214, 

215, 229

sacred law (Shariat) (glossary), 274 

sacredness of everyday life, 181—189 

sacrifice, as human capacity, 249-250 
(Mevlevi whirling practice). See whirl

ing practice
Satan (shaytan), 120, 245, 249
satanic impulse, 235
Schindler's List, 221-222
school of love, 39-45
secret (sirr) (glossary), 274
Selabaf, Shaikh, 221
self (n^5), 5,16, 61-68,104-114,130-133, 

240-250, 256-257. zw/r 
false, annihilation of, 249-250; decon

struction of, 240-247

(glossary), 273

higher, and submission, 130-133

metaphor for, no
metaphor of silhouette and background, 

104-103
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natural or “animal, ’ no 
separate, addiction to, 16 
seven levels of, 110-213 
structure of in Sufi psychology, 61-68 

transparent, 104-124 
worship of, 5

Self
as archetype (Jung), 206 
transpersonal or “spiritual,” no 

self-absorption, vs. self-transcendence, 104 
self-centered way of living, 37-38 
self-development and self-transcendence, 

250-252
sema (ritual practice), 216-220 
sensing (glossary), 275 
service (glossary), 275 
shaikh (fem.: shaikha), 24,123,124,126, 

I34-U7> 139. 244> 155-158,
as conductor, 24 
falling out of favor with, 126 
(glossary), 275 
meaning of (story), 155-158 
and sohbet, 146 
relationship to/with dervish, 139,152 
role of, 123,124,135-136,244 

shaikh-murid (mentor-student) relation
ship, 24 

shamans, 196, 216 
Shams of Tabriz, 51,135,138,162,197, 224, 

226-227, 22I» 227
Shari’at (sacred law) (glossary), 274 
shay tan. See Satan 
sin (glossary), 275 
sirr (secret), 80, 81 
sobriety, and ecstasy, 223-222 
Socratic method, 244-245 
sohbet (spiritual conversation), 243-248 

discipline and meaning of, 247 
soul (core of being, qualb), 63, 202-222 

contrasted with Spirit, 203 
(glossary), 275 
loss of, and soul making, 201-212 
reinventing, 203-206 
as unifying presence, 209-222 

spectrum of love, 46-52 
Spirit (ruh), 63, 64, 78-81, 203, 210, 

2^6-237

contrasted with soul, 203 
and ego, 78-80 
(glossary), 275

spiritual bankruptcy, of Western culture, 

222
spiritual conversation (sohbet). See sohbet 
spiritual family, 129-130 
spirituality 

adequate to our times, 10-13,22» 2M 
aim of, 247 
and ambition, 40 
American “customization” of, 194 
“formless,” 194

<c — • ” -generic, 254 
mature, 227 
and modern culture, 37 
mystical, aim of, 244 
and religion, 193 
universal, 193-200 

spiritual minimalism, 206-209 
spiritual psychology, 193,256-257 
spiritual qualities, of complete human 

being, 28-29 
spiritual reality, 7-8, 22 

alienation from, 7-8 
spiritual training, 30-34 
spiritual work, essential factors for,

209-210
struggle, inner, 61-68 
students, and relationship to teacher, 124 
submission

abuse of, 131 
(glossary), 273 
and higher self, 230-233 
vs. subservience, 125 

Sufi (glossary), 275 
Sufi circle (halka), 134,152 I

Sufi education
obstacles to, 232-233 |
premises of, 32-34

Sufi group 
as circle of spiritual lovers, 126-127 I
importance of, 117-118 I
reluctance to join, 127

Sufi path (tariqa), 118 1

Sufi psychology, 39-114 
Sufism (tasawwuf), 12-13, W" 

26-27,29,34,220-222,233,143 
159-189,222,232-267

and adab, 143-134 
daily practice of, 184-189 
egalitarian matrix of, 120-121 
(glossary), 273 
and Hu, 260 
nuances of 232-267 

as pastime, 134 
as path of completion, 23,34 
path or way of, 13-16,16-18,174 
relationship to Islam, 197 
tradition and sources of, 139-189 
“universalistic,” 193 
what it is not, 26-27

Sufi system, and cultural context, 128 
supraconscious mind, 224-226 

(glossary), 273 
surrender, 10, 19,102,218,183-184 
Susuiner (Rabb), 26, 67-68,234-235, 237,

260

16, i6~l8, 

-IJ4»

Tihsin Baba, Hasan, 269
toqwd (consciousness of God, vigilance),

2)i

(Sufi path), 228
(glossary), 275

tatvdjud (pretending ecstasy), 216
tawhld (Oneness), 23,252
teacher. See also dervish, leadership, shaikh 

and abusive behavior, 238 
as essential ingredient, 228-222 
immature, 27-28
and relationship to/with students, 224,236 

technologies, modern, effects of, 206-207 
tekke (Mevlevi gathering), 250 
tonal presence, of the Qur’an, 169-173 
Torah, 168,195 
tradition of Sufism, 259-289 
training, spiritual. See spiritual training 
tranquil self (w^/f al-mutma ’inna), rn 
transformation, principles of, 24-26 
translation, and reading the Qur an,

169-170
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true being (wujiid), 213
true friend (wait), 223
truth (glossary), 273
Truth, highest, 288

union with God. See fana 

universe, 37-45, 73, 78,108 
The Unseen (glossary), 273

value(s), 107-108, 208
Vedanta, 17
Veled, Sultan, 197, 217

vigil, night (practice), 73
Virgin Mary, as vehicle of Divine Message,

168

wajd (ecstasy), 213
wait (true friend), 113
waliulldh (friends of God), 162

Waraqa, 265
Western culture. See culture
whirling practice of Mevelvi (salah), 288, 

rot, 197, 216, 220
(glossary), 276

Williams, Robin, 203
wisdom (glossary), 276
Word, the (kalimah), 166-169

world, 22-23, 69-83
inner and outer, 69, 72, 76—77 
as mirror of divine qualities, 22—23 

“world” (dunyi), 130 
worship (glossary), 276 
wujud (true being), 225

Yagan, Murat, 269 
yearning

(glossary), 276
relation to love, 42

(outer appearance), 70
zikr (remembrance of God), 74, 80, 97-^p 

200—202, 252
vs. meditation, 100-101 

through names of God, 98-99

Zoroastrian monotheism, 203
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“A clear and well-grounded introduction to Sufism, - J
liberally seasoned with insights from the Koran and the writings "3| 

of Rumi.... Perhaps the best beginners guide now available.” ^31 
—Library Journal jKj
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In Sufi teaching the human heart is not a fanciful metaphor but an objective organ 
of intuition and perception. It is able to perceive all that is beautiful and meaning
ful in life—and to reflect these spiritual qualities in the world, for the benefit of oth
ers. Every human heart has the capacity and the destiny to bring that world of divine 

reality into this world of appearances.
The Sufis have been educators of the heart for some fourteen centuries. Their 

teachings and methods are designed to help us awaken and purify the heart, to learn 
to listen to our deepest knowing. In 77ie Knowing Heart, Kabir Helminski presents 
the Sufi way as a practical spirituality suitable for all cultures and times—and offers 
insights that are especially valuable for our life in today^ world. In cultivating a 
knowing heart, we learn to experience a new sense of self, transform our relation- 
ships, anjJ enhance our creative capacities. Most important, we learn how to meet 

the spiritual challenge of our time: to realize our sacred humanness.

Kabir Helm inski is the author of Living Presence: A Sufi Way to Mindfulness and 
the Essential Self, as well as the translator of numerous books of Sufi literature and 

especially Rumi. He is the codirector, with his wife, Camille Helminski, of the 

Threshold Society, a nonprofit organization dedicated to sharing the knowledge and 
practice of Sufism. As the publisher of Threshold Books, he was largely responsible 

for making Rumi among the most widely read poets of our time. He is a represen

tative of the Mevlevi tradition founded by Jalaluddin Rumi.
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Ebru with calligraphy by Feridun Ozgoren. Calligraphy after Ahmet Karahisari, sixteenth century, Al Hand al Wali al Hamd, “I am 
thankful to the creator of thankfulness.” . /


